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Kristi DeMeester
Capstone Self Reflective Essay
More than anything, the writing process during my Capstone has been nothing
less than something similar to an evolution. Time and again, I found myself, after
pounding out pages and pages of writing, back at the beginning, doubting the authenticity
and longevity of the story. Beginning as planned with my original story of a young girl
who tells a horrible lie about her father only to watch it spin out of control, I quickly
found my attention waning. After thirty pages of writing, I found the characters
disingenuous, the setting and imagery lackluster. I knew, despite the voice in my head
screaming that I was foolish, that I needed to start over. After an afternoon spent reading
a novel I began last year, I found myself energized by the writing and desperately
wanting to take it up as my project. After consulting with both advisors, they advised me
that for the sake of my own investment in the project that I should write what interested
me. I took that advice and began adding to the opening ten pages of Find Me Here, a
Southern Gothic novel dealing with ghosts.
Working on Find Me Here after struggling through a dead novel for a week was
like coming home after a long, arduous journey. During those first few weeks, I split my
time between writing and re reading a myriad of texts on writing the writing process. I re
visited Janet Burroway, John Gardner, Alice LaPlante, and Annie Lamott’s advice on
writing. Following the words of these greats, I incorporated writing exercises into my
routine in the hopes that I could create more multi dimensional characters; that I could
show rather than tell; that I could spend time, as Gardner wrote, finding precisely the
correct word that would not break the fictional dream.
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I wondered, however, if so much reading of textbook like material was putting a
damper on my ability to produce a word count of significance. Too often, I found myself
pressing the backspace key, erasing hundreds of words I’d just typed because I was
worried that they weren’t perfect. Throughout this entire process, my most
insurmountable challenge has not been the words, but rather the editor in my brain who is
constantly finding items to criticize. After weeks of living by her rule, I found myself
frustrated and resistant to sitting down in front of my computer with the intent of adding
at least 1,000 words. There were days when my laptop sat unopened, while I spent my
time scrubbing my baseboards, using a toothbrush to clean the grout in my bathroom,
trimming my dog’s nails, anything to keep me from facing that blinking cursor.
When the guilt of not writing took over, I knew that I was caught in a vicious
cycle, and the only thing that was going to help was clearing my head and facing that
blank page. Using an exercise I learned in Professor’s Sumner’s Fiction for Writers class,
I sat at my laptop and opened a new document. Then, I typed the worst sentence I could
think of: “These dogs sure is howlin’ awful loud, and my ears, they bleedin’.” Before
long, I had five pages of dialogue between two, porch sitting old timers who wondered at
the strange nighttime howling going on all around them. With renewed vigor, I went back
to Find Me Here and found that all of that unneeded pressure was not necessary to my
process. The lesson I take away from facing writer’s block is that when it seems like the
words won’t come, to know and understand that a writer may not have many things, but
what she does have is time to edit, time to get better, time to grow. That thought
comforted me, and I plowed ahead, intent on creating something out of the blankness of
those pages.
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As time wore on, I learned to think of writing not as a hobby, but as a job, as a
duty to which I must sit down daily and work. Early morning is my best time for work,
and throughout the summer, I would rise at six, start a pot of coffee, and take a cup and
my laptop outside onto my back porch. There, with the sun just cresting and the birds
slowly coming awake, I would sip my coffee and let the words come. If the words and
scenes for Find Me Here wouldn’t come, I would just write whatever came to mind in a
separate file, not letting myself feel unsuccessful for not adding ten pages of brilliant
prose to Find Me Here, but rather letting myself feel comforted that I was practicing my
art, constantly honing my craft until the time came for me to carry forward with the
novel. The muse may not visit on a daily basis, but I wanted to be sure that I was ready
and able to be quiet enough to listen when she did finally come.
Find Me Here kept growing, and as it did, I hit snags. Some of the characters
didn’t feel authentic, were, in fact, stale, stock characters that served to do little else but
take up space. Lola McDowell, the protagonist, felt real. She wasn’t squeaky clean like
other protagonists I’d created in the past. She had her secrets, her flaws, and I liked her
all the more for them, but Ethan, the detective assigned to investigate her mother’s
suicide and eventual love interest, fell flat. He was too nice, too good. I had no reason
that he would take such significant interest in Lola’s case other than simple physical
attraction, and the very last thing I wanted my book to be was a bodice ripper. Thinking
back to a critique offered one of my short story characters in Professor Groom’s Fiction
Writing class, I realized that Ethan was indeed one dimensional, so I spent some time
doing some character work with him exclusively. What ultimately became the turning
point for his character was an exploration of what his nightmares might look like. What
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were the sorts of things that would haunt his dreams? After some time developing this
idea, I had more back story for Ethan. He had motives that served a larger purpose now.
It wasn’t Lola he was trying to save, but his murdered sister. There was a piece of him
missing that would never be filled despite his best efforts to carry out swift justice and
save those suffering around him. I wasn’t completely satisfied, but Ethan was bearable, if
not better than when he was first created.
As the story grew, reached about seventy five pages, I began to feel somewhat
guilty that, despite a few peripheral characters, the focus was largely on Lola, Ethan, and
periodically, her mother Sara. It was during an exercise regarding the creation of fictional
time found in Janet Burroway’s Writing Fiction, that I began to develop a burning
interest in Sara, Lola’s mother, and her back story. Granted, Sara had been absent for a
large majority of Find Me Here—the novel opens with her suicide and deals with the
aftermath—but after reading comments from both of my advisors that they needed to
better understand the connection between Sara and Lola, mother and daughter, I spent
some time exploring Sara’s character.
From that exploration came a new bend in the road of writing Find Me Here.
After receiving the comments that my advisors needed a better understanding of Sara and
her struggles, I added a few chapters regarding Sara’s childhood, her relationship with
her own mother, Ruth, and the demons that haunt her. Borrowing from my own deeply
religious childhood, I crafted Sara’s world. That chapter, above the many before and the
many that came after, in my opinion anyway, was the most solidly constructed of the
book. Something about that writing felt clean, and pure, and good.
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Despite a divorce and a move away from the strict church in which I’d grown up,
being a part of the Pentecostal church during my more formative years marked me in a
way that I cannot shake. I’ve often wondered if other children who have left the church
grow to feel haunted in the way that I have come to be. When you are warned of the sin
in the human heart and warned that should you falter on this earth, even for a moment,
that your flesh will forever be tormented in hell, you do not easily forget. The spirit world
in which demons roved was very real. We saw their work during the tent revival meetings
when the believers would gather to speak in tongues and watch as whatever visiting
preacher had been carted in for the service laid hands on the possessed or the sick. When
the women would fall to the ground, the Holy Spirit too much for them to bear, a fellow
Sister would cover her legs with the blankets kept at the altar for that specific purpose,
and we would all watch as she twitched with the power of God.
From my seat, I watched as preachers threw out demons of rage, or lust, or
jealousy. I watched as the possessed individual’s face contorted, the roars of lions
building in his or her chest before exploding outward. I watched them snarl, spit, writhe
under the power of God, their voices mangled and hoarse as they shouted out the names
of the demons living inside of them: Gaap, Labal, Legion, Valac.
I saw them all. At five years old, my imagination overtook me, and I saw those
devils everywhere. In the forest behind our house, hiding amongst the trees, in the dark
corners of the basement, hiding behind the toothy smiles of strangers, I saw them. They
were in my nightmares, reaching out from under my bed, speaking in dark whispers.
My mother comforted me, told me to think of heaven and the angels, but I
couldn’t. As fearful as I was of those demons, there was something about them that
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fascinated me. During Bible class and Sunday School, I found myself flipping through
my pink Bible that had my name in gilded letters on the cover and devouring scriptures
concerning demons. I read the stories of the demons that went into the pigs that then went
berserk and screaming off a cliff to their watery doom below. I read the book of
Revelation, of the whore of Babylon, the mark of the Beast, and the Great Dragon
waiting to devour the child of the pregnant woman.
I eventually outgrew my childish fears of things that go bump in the night, but the
reality of evil and the ways in which it manifests itself continued to be a point of interest
as I grew older. Reading Flannery O’Connor as a senior in high school, and then an
undergraduate student, made me feel as if I’d found a kindred spirit, someone who
understood—like I did—that sin and redemption are not mutually exclusive, that humans
are congruently angelic and sinful and may or may not be punished with appropriate
severity according to the crime. After reading her short story “A Good Man is Hard to
Find,” I was reminded of my childhood visions of smiling demons, of the pictures shown
in Sunday school of grimacing, vengeance seeking angels.
O’Connor, of course, was one of my inspirations when I set about to write Find
Me Here, and it was when I began to explore Sara and her mother Ruth that I found my
old interests in the manifestations of evil. The supernatural has always fascinated me, and
as I delved deeper into Ruth and Sara, the more I began to test the connections between
religion, evil, and the supernatural.
I wrote a chapter for inclusion in Find Me Here that would explain the
foundations of Sara’s visions of the men with bleeding eyes, which doctors would explain
away as paranoid schizophrenia. I wanted, however, for them to be more than that. I
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wanted them to be legitimate hauntings, wanted them to be representative of a world that
Sara, and then Lola, could see, but there needed to be a reason for these visions. It was
during the development of the chapter about Sara’s background that another story began
to unravel, and I, like an idiot, decided to abandon furthering Lola’s story and follow the
new one.
When I sent the next set of chapters to my advisors, the chapter about Sara and
Ruth was included. I had not yet completely stopped work on Lola and Ethan, but I
lingered over Sara and Ruth. There was something there I felt, something that needed to
be told, and I came back to it again and again. Then the comments over the most recent
chapters came back from my advisors, and they, like I had, saw the potential of the story
of Ruth and Sara. It was all the encouragement that I needed. Once more, I started work
on a new story regardless of the pages and pages of writing behind me. The story had
evolved again, and I learned that much of the writing process is learning about patience,
about saving what you have written for some future work and letting the story take you
where it will. I am no plotter, that’s for certain, but I’ve learned to be complacent, happy
even, with allowing myself to follow the story wherever it may lead me, knowing that
while those pages of drafting may never again see the light of day, that the work was
worth it, and that writing them made me better.
With Lola and Ethan’s version of Find Me Here behind me, I began work on a
new edition of a novel with the same name. Despite the change in characters, plot, and
setting, I found that I could not abandon the title. Something about it still felt right, and so
I set to writing Sara and Ruth’s story.
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This novel, however, required research. Light research had always been required
for my previous stories, but as someone who had spent a large majority of her time
writing short stories, I’d never had more questions than what could be answered by a
quick jog through a series of internet sites. Wanting to explore the connections between
ghosts, evil, and how redemption might be tied up with sin, I knew that I needed the
setting to be in a strict, religious town, but setting the novel in the Pentecostal church of
my youth hit too close to home. I began writing anyway, but the setting bothered me.
Something felt off, wasn’t clicking in the way that it needed to, and I took the novel
through a series of locales that just didn’t work.
One night, after several days of fretting over my issues with the setting, I had a
dream. In the dream I lay paralyzed on a large, four poster bed. Carved into the large
wooden posts was a depiction of the fall of Man: Eve with her apple, the snake
whispering in her ear, his forked tongue thrust between its fangs. As I watched the posts
began to move, the wood splintering and giving way to large, black snakes that worked
their way towards me, wrapped themselves around my legs, my chest, squeezed until I
couldn’t breathe.
When I woke up, I knew exactly where I needed to set my story. During my
undergraduate years, I had visited a friend who lived in a small town in North Carolina.
While I had grown up a Georgia girl through and through, something about the
Appalachian air appealed to me, and I joked with my friend that I must have been an
Appalachian mountain woman in a past life.
Not far from her house was a fundamentalist church. It was rumored that the
congregation there “took up snakes” as the Bible commanded them to do, but no one
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could claim to have actually ever seeing them handle snakes. My interest was piqued
because their fundamentalist interpretations of the Bible were so similar to the church of
my youth, and I spent some time that night reading the Wikipedia page for snake
handling via my smart phone, but I didn’t give it much more thought.
The morning after my dream, I remembered that trip, and I knew where to set
Find Me Here. I ordered a smattering of books about snake handling and the
Appalachian area and then set to learning as much as I could about snake handling as a
religion. In the interim, I kept writing and exploring the possibilities of the dual natures
of sin and goodness.
Taking the lessons learned in both my readings and classes taken during the
program, I worked on developing characters that had multiple sides. Ruth’s devotion and
fervency serve to both fortify and damage her. It is her fear for her daughter’s soul that
ultimately leads her to sin and murder, and it is this duality that I wanted to explore
throughout the book. In Sara I wanted to explore a young girl’s confusion when she is
introduced to the possibilities of temptation for the first time, and how that might plague
her. David Wayne, the town’s preacher, became the biggest surprise of all.
When I first started writing Pastor Wayne’s character, he was a typical
backwoods preacher, all hell fire and damnation. He was overweight with a bad comb
over; he sweated and spat when he preached. The more I wrote of him, the more bored I
became by him. Knowing where I wanted to ultimately take the story, I knew that his
character wouldn’t work as it stood, so little by little, I began to experiment, and as he
changed, the story changed, morphed into something I had not expected, and as it altered,
so did my expectations.
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It was the change in this character that set the plot into its most current arc. Pastor
Wayne is a good man; he wants nothing more than to serve as a leader to his
congregation, to do God’s work during his time here on earth, but there is sin in his heart,
and he must ultimately pay the price for that sin. As his character developed, I was
reminded of Nathaniel Hawthorne’s Arthur Dimmesdale, who self flagellates as an
attempt to atone for his adulterous relationship with Hester Prynne. Pastor Wayne is
delicate, boyish, and good looking in his own right; he is not necessarily, what one would
expect when envisioning the leader of a Holiness Church that follows snake handling
practices, but it was this strangeness that allowed me greater freedom to alter my plot arc
and ultimately allow the story to progress in the way that it needed to.
Throughout the most final version of Find Me Here, I consistently reminded
myself to not simply allow the characters to spend all of their time in their heads, but to
give them conflicts, things which they must over come, and it was after re reading
Stephen King’s On Writing that I found the power of building suspense and tension, of
slowing things down to allow for a greater building of fear or anxiety. I spent some time
playing with syntax, of slowing down the descriptions and dialogue so that the tension
could build. From Dr. Levy’s Playwriting class and Professor Stepakoff’s Screenwriting
classes, I remembered and incorporated the power of doors, of entrances and exits that
are used to create conflict and tension. After reading Shirley Jackson’s The Haunting of
Hill House, I found her writing style to be something I wanted to emulate. There is a
lovely slowness in the developments of her tension. Whenever I felt the action lagging or
growing boring, I played with ways in which to bring someone else into the scene to
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create the necessary tension. This practice did not always work, but sometimes it yielded
exactly what the scene needed.
While my Capstone has been through three different versions, each unique in their
own way, is the final version of Find Me Here that feels right. Part exploration of evil
and the supernatural and part exploration of salvation and redemption, I feel that Find Me
Here has finally evolved into what I’d always wanted it to be. It may have taken over six
months and many deleted pages, but at the conclusion of this process, I can feel it
growing into the novel it needs to be.

Kristi DeMeester
Find Me Here Synopsis
Under the bloody light of a Harvest Moon, Ruth McDowell delivers her only daughter
Sara, on the wooden floor of her isolated Appalachian home. That same night, Ruth is
visited by the ghost of her husband, Thomas, who brings a warning: the devil has marked
Sara as one of his own. The small fleck of red that mars her right eye a testament to the
claim he has lain on her soul.
Thus begins an exploration of the natures of evil and goodness, of damnation and
redemption. Ruth raises her daughter with a fervent devotion to the fundamentalist faith
of those who take up snakes, but on the day that Sara enters the church as a full member,
she is bitten, and Ruth knows that the dark predictions are true. She confesses to Pastor
Wayne, the boyish town preacher shamed by his lust for Sara, that she has heard whispers
in the night and is convinced that Thomas has continued to haunt her. He dismisses the
idea as blasphemous, but after watching Sara rip at the flesh on her arms, claiming that
there are snakes just under the skin, he wonders if what plagues Ruth is not a ghost but a
demon.
Cora Mayburn, an Atlanta journalist assigned to research snake handling, visits the small
town and witnesses Sara’s first psychotic break. She watches as Pastor Wayne devotes
himself to helping both daughter and mother, housing them in the church in the hopes
that Sara will recover.
Sara gradually grows worse. She is able to move things without physical force, somehow
knows hidden secrets. Pastor Wayne attempts to cast the demon out, but Sara laughs at
his efforts and reveals that his father poisoned his mother, that Thomas was drunk the
night of his accident, and that Ruth’s father, her grandfather, was a pedophile.
Despite his disgust, Pastor Wayne still lusts after Sara. One night as she sleeps, he feels
compelled to undress her, and he is convinced that the demon is forcing him to act. He
sobs as he pleasures himself, knowing that he has committed an unforgiveable sin. He
won’t allow himself to touch her, but his guilt at what he’s done drives him to beat
himself repeatedly with his belt. Night after night, he repeats his actions, until Ruth once
more hears the voice of her dead husband, which leads her to witness Pastor Wayne with
Sara.
Ruth escapes to his office. Inside the room, she opens the boxes where he keeps the
snakes. They have never bitten her, and she knows that they will not because they see the
goodness and devotion in her heart. The snakes rope around her feet, and she waits for
Pastor Wayne to return.
When he opens the door, she flings the snakes at him, and he falls into the office, landing
on top of the writhing mass as they sink their teeth into him. She closes the door on his
screams and walks back to her daughter, who is now awake and rid of the so-called
demon.

Mother and daughter embrace, both of their eyes now marked by the small red fleck.
Cora returns to Atlanta and with an idea planted firmly in her mind, begins work on a
novel.
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Chapter 1
“Ms. McDowell?” the gaunt officer leaned over Lola, his face painted with a mask of
concern that only thinly hid his desire to get home to his wife and the dinner she’d promised to
keep warm.
“Yes?”
“I’m going to need to ask you some questions about the circumstances surrounding Sara,
I mean, your mother’s…passing.”
Turning her dry eyes to the officer, Lola blinked slowly.
“And what is it exactly we should talk about, Officer…Weslowski, is it? The fact that
you can’t even bring yourself to say that she committed suicide? That she split herself open this
morning, and that I found her this afternoon in the bathtub with the razor she used at the bottom
of the water when I got home from work? You want to talk to me about the four other times she
tried and failed?” Lola paused, took in the pale face of the officer in front of her and continued,
happy that her words were shocking him.
Or maybe you want to talk to me about her stint in the Oak Crest Behavioral Health
Center?” She leaned forward, and her mother’s old brown recliner creaked under her weight,
“Or maybe you want to talk about me, huh, Weslowski? Maybe you want to talk about my
attempt last year, or how I got these,” she held her arms up as if in offering. The scarred lines
snaked down her arms as if they were lines on a map that pointed nowhere.
Officer Weslowski turned even paler as he took in the scars on this young woman’s arms.
She couldn’t be more than twenty six, twenty seven? How could anyone that beautiful try to kill
herself?
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He watched as rage worked its way across her childish porcelain face, turning it a mottled
shade of red, her deeply set eyes suddenly flashing golden flecks against green, her pale, chapped
mouth pulling inward as her too thin upper lip all but disappeared. The flush, which had begun
at her forehead, worked its way down her birdlike neck and collar bone before disappearing
under her olive tank top.
“I’m sorry, Ms. McDoWell, but these are just some procedural questions that we have to
ask.”
“Oh, wonderful. In that case, could I ask you some procedural questions, Officer
Weslowski?”
“Certainly.”
“Would you mind telling me why, your men find it necessary to have their fucking pig
hand’s all over my mother’s stuff? I don’t think they need to touch everything in this house in
order to get a clear understanding of exactly what happened here.”
Her voice rose to a shriek. “The only procedure I think you need to question, sir, is how
you plan on getting you and your men’s torpid assess out of my mother’s house and off of my
property before I get really pissed off.” Grabbing the heavy glass ashtray her mother kept on the
table next to the recliner, Lola launched it unsuccessfully at the Officer’s head. As the glass
shattered against the wood floors, Lola leapt to her feet, her hands groping for her next missile.
“Whoa, whoa! What’s going on in here, Weslowski?” Ethan Yancey said as he pushed
through the swinging door that led from the living room into the kitchen of the small house.
“Just trying to get some questions answered is all, sir.”
“Well, maybe now isn’t the best time to be doing that. I’m sure Ms. McDowell is tired,
and questions are the last thing she needs. Get your men out of here; the site’s been cleared.”
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“Yes, sir,” he replied before scuttling from the room.
“I’m sorry about that, Ms. McDowell. There’s no need for questions tonight. Someone
from the precinct will be in touch with you within the next few days.” He extended his hand,
“By the way, I’m Detective Yancey.”
His hand nearly encompassed hers, and he towered over Lola’s petite frame. His broad
shoulders and chest strained against the cheap sports jacket he wore and threatened to pop the
buttons from the top of his white button down.
He needed a haircut and a shave; loose brown curls fell over his forehead and covered his
eyes, which were exactly the color of chestnuts. Broken in a high school wrestling match, the
bottom half of his nose didn’t quite match the top. Small laugh lines crinkled at the edges of his
eyes, and the scruff on his chin was salt and peppered, but he wore the gray well.
The other officer’s wives loved having him to dinner and spoiling him with their good
cooking, but more importantly, they wanted him to find a nice girl and settle down. They would
cluck to their husbands after he left bearing a Tupperware container of chicken, or pork chops, or
fish, “That Ethan is still handsome for thirty8seven, but he isn’t getting any younger. He’s such a
catch. I just don’t understand why he hasn’t found himself a nice girl yet.”
In the last ten years, Ethan had devoted his time to serving his community, and he had
forgotten the need to marry and to have children.
“Lola McDowell, but I’m sure I don’t need to tell you that.”
“I’ll be in touch, Ms. McDowell. Until then, try and get some rest, okay?” he said
placing his rough palm against her bare shoulder in what he hoped was nothing more than a
compassionate gesture, a touch meant to calm and comfort.
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Since she was a child, Lola had not liked for people to touch her bare skin, and she
recoiled from his touch, distaste spreading across her face.
“I’m sure you can find your way out, Detective.”
“Of course,” he stuttered and backed away from her, stumbled a bit over the rug.
Lola watched him go, waited for the door to click behind him before she sank back into
the recliner. It was only when she closed her eyes, let the sudden, obscene quiet of the house
wash over her, that she started crying.

Chapter 2
Outside of the small, white house Lola shared with her mother, the streets of Windham
were quiet in the way that Georgia streets can be quiet during the deepness of night. In the air
was the velvet musk of summer, which reminded Lola of the sickly sweet scent of death, a
reminder that in the lush greenery of life, death is an ever8blooming flower.
The house sat back from the road, partially hidden by the large oaks that surrounded it
and the ivy that crept skyward and completely covered the eastern side. When Lola was a child,
Sara told her that the house had not been built, but that it had sprung from the ground, a living,
growing thing amongst the trees and ivy.
Stone steps led to a front porch, which desperately needed a coat of paint. Long strips
around the windows had crumbled and flaked off. Her mother had loved the numerous windows
at the front of the house that let the morning sunlight into the upstairs bedrooms and downstairs
dining room and sitting room.
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On the far right end of the porch, the swing her mother had put in two years ago sat
empty. The blanket and the book her mother had been reading that morning when Lola left for
work left abandoned.
Sinking into the swing, Lola picked up her mother’s blanket, closed her eyes and allowed
the darkness of the night inside of her for just a moment. Her mother’s scent—gardenia—still
clung to the blanket, and she breathed in the smell.
Her cat, Holden, mewed in protest from the inside of the house; the mice in the yard
mocked him from the safety of the yard, but Lola ignored his please.
One count, two counts, and she opened her eyes again on the fragrant night. The
gardenias her mother had planted along the side of the house glowed against the night and leaked
their sickly perfume over the yard. Lola fought against the desire to choke on the smell; the
gardenias had always been her mother’s favorite, and the heaviest books on her bookshelf were
filled with pressings of the largest blooms, their scent faded and long forgotten between the
pages.
This house had been her mother’s pride, and for the past few years, the only thing that
had served as a light in the consuming darkness of her depression. Just this morning she had
babbled on with plans for the kitchen cabinets and what vegetables to plant in this year’s garden
and what color to paint the kitchen walls.
She had asked, “Yellow or green, Lola? Which do you prefer?” and even while she was
asking these questions, she already knew what she would do. Even while Lola made her coffee
and packed her lunch, Sara knew that this was the last day she would see her daughter.
“You call me if things get hard. You hear me, Mom?” Lola said, using the coded
language of their shared depression. Things getting hard meant drowning, meant that the men
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with the bleeding eyes had come, whispering with the voices of lovers, coaxing and pleading
with beautiful hooked and barbed words. But Lola didn’t know her mother saw the men, too.
Not yet.
“You call me if things get hard,” she said, and she walked out of the door, worrying about
the ever declining number on the scale, worrying that her psychiatrist would chastise her for her
dropping weight, worrying that her medication wasn’t the correct dosage, wasn’t strong enough.
The men had returned; she couldn’t see them, but she could hear them in her sleep, beckoning
from her bedroom window.
Had her mother held her for just a bit longer than normal this morning when they
hugged? Had the moisture in her eyes been tears and not the remnant blurriness of sleep? Had
her “I love you, Lolita,” been a bit more than the normal goodbye? Lola wanted to think that her
mother had done these things, that she had given her some indication of what was to come. That
she said goodbye in her own way.
Lola turned her face into the summer breeze and let it cool her raw, tear8stained skin.
The edges of her heart had sharpened against the police officer’s stream of questions, the medical
examiner’s details of the body, the funeral home’s need for instructions. Her heart had hardened
around the details of the day, but now, in the quiet of this night, the grief shivered to life once
again, racketing through her with the force of a great storm.
She cried into the void, her voice breaking, “Oh, Mom….” With her face buried in her
mother’s blanket, Lola wished for the hundredth time that day that she could have come home
sooner, or called during her lunch, and heard her mother’s intentions in the notes of her voice.
Would she have even noticed? Would she have even heard that something was wrong?
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She couldn’t bring herself to go back into the house. The house she grew up in now a
grave for her mother, and it pushed against her, “You don’t belong here. Not now,” it said.
The final bits of strength left in her body melted into the rough hewn wood slats of the
wsing, and the summer wind passed over her body with slow strokes before moving out into the
front yard, rippling the long grasses planted by the mailbox. The grasses fought against the
wind, and Lola struggled to focus her eyes in the darkness. Something was moving in the grass
that wasn’t the wind.
A flash of white skin shone from beside the grasses, and Lola stared out into the yard.
What was that?
Whatever it was had gone still again, but Lola didn’t want to be outside any more. Her
stomach did a series of small flips, and Lola fought the wave of nausea that threatened to
overcome her.
The white thing in the grass rustled again, and Lola sat up. A woman was standing in the
yard with her back to Lola. The woman’s elegant shoulders were exposed in a summer halter
dress of cream and violet.
Fatigue flooded through Lola’s body, tying her to the porch despite her violent attempts
to move her legs, her arms, her mouth.
Whispers carried over the yard towards Lola, still frozen in place, still fighting the
paralysis in her body.
The whispers grew louder, and in the swirl of words, Lola heard her mother crying,
crying for her to come to her, crying for her to not leave her alone.
The woman turned, but Lola still could not see her face. A pair of scissors, the heavy
metal handles painted black, flashed in her left hand as blood fell into the grass around her feet.

8
“See what they made me do, Lola? You see? Are they here now? Can you see them?
They need the blood for their eyes, Lola. They can’t see without it, and then how can I save
you? How can I save you without it?”
When Lola found her voice, screamed along with the shrieking frogs, the woman
vanished, and the night was as it had been before.
Groaning, Lola sat up and shook her head hoping the movement would help to clear away
the final remnants of her vision, and as she did something fluttered against her cheekbone.
Reaching behind her ear, Lola removed the item that rested there. The flower glowed in
her hand, the perfect white reflecting against the darkness around her. It was her mother’s
flower: the gardenia.

Chapter 3
The first time the men with the bleeding eyes came to Sara, she was eighteen and
pregnant with Lola.
“Five weeks,” the doctor had told her with a grin as he’d snapped off the rubber gloves.
He’d given her leg a gentle pat, “Due date is in August. Right in the dead of the summer.”
“I hope it’s a girl,” Sara whispered.
“Most mommas do,” the doctor said and gave her a gentle pat on the leg before leaving
her sitting on the table, the thin gown he’d given her tearing under her hand as she felt the flesh
of her abdomen. Could it really be that underneath the taut skin there was a spark, a human life
growing inside of her?
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Surely Andrew would marry her now. He’d moved into her cramped apartment over six
months ago and still there was no indication of his putting on ring on her finger, but a baby
changed everything didn’t it?
“Pregnant?” Andrew said and tucked a long strand of dark hair behind his ear, and his
earring flashed against the dirty, late afternoon sunlight; it blinded her momentarily, and she had
to blink hard against the dazzling brightness.
“Yes,” Sara said. She reached for his hand, placed it against her belly and smiled at him.
When he’d simply nodded and walked to the bedroom without a word, Sara didn’t think
much of it.
In shock, she thought as she watched him go, listened to the click of the doorknob as he
closed the bedroom door. She spent the rest of the afternoon reading to the tiny poppy seed in her
stomach and imagining the moment Andrew would kneel before her, the tiny, sparkling ring on
display against velvet.
He left her and his unborn baby that night. He didn’t wake Sara, didn’t leave a note, just
vanished like a ghost into the night. He left most of his clothes, his razor, the lunch she’d packed
him. Small artifacts left to haunt Sara, remind her that this empty space had once been occupied.
Sara called his job, his drinking buddies, but no one had seen him; furthermore, no one
seemed too concerned that he had disappeared without a word.
In the shabby apartment they had shared, Sara clutched the swelling surrounding her
unborn child as the sadness and anger and bitterness leaked out of her bit by bit.
Phone calls from her mother went unanswered; the tape on her answering machine filled
with the messages, which were always the same.
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“Sara? I can’t think of any other way to contact you. You have forced me to defile my
hands with an instrument of Satan. You know that telephones can lead to no good. God never
intended for us to use such things. Surely you understand that this is God’s punishment for
breaking his law, for allowing your body to be polluted by lust. God is teaching you a lesson
now, but you must also think of your health. The child is an innocent, Sara. Think on it.”
But Sara locked herself away in the apartment and spent the short winter days on the
solitary couch picking out patterns in the standard, cheap white paint on the walls and wondering
over God’s methods of punishment. She should have never disobeyed her mother.
Her mother’s disembodied voice sounded in her ear. “How could you have been so
weak? How could you have given in to the forked words of the serpent?” “Punishment for your
wickedness, Sara,” her mother’s voice repeated, the last lines of her message came back to her
over and over, “The child is an innocent. Think on it.”
In the third week, the men with the bleeding eyes began to speak to her. They would not
show themselves to her yet. Just the sweetness of their voices digging into her with the force of
daggers. If they were angels or demons, Sara did not know, but her mother would have told her
that God was testing her strength.
“Sara,” they said, “let us help you, Sara. He made you hurt, oh, so bad, didn’t he, Sara?
He made you bleed inside didn’t he, Sara? He put a life in you, and then took it away, didn’t he,
Sara? We can make it better.”
At first, she tried to shut the voices out. Her fingers pressed against her ears so tightly
they made her skull ache, but day after day, they came back to her, always with the same
whispered voices.
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On the ninth day, Lola fluttered in protest against her mother’s ribs; Sara had not eaten
for some time, and she drifted in between consciousness and hallucination.
On the tenth day, the men appeared to Sara. Under the hoods of their black cloaks, the
skin of their pale faces was a snarl of raised welts, as if they had been badly burned. There were
no pupils at the center of their milky white eyes, which dripped blood on the cheap carpet as they
stroked her body with their hands.
“Are you demons?” Sara said as she brought her hands to her stomach, tried to protect the
life there.
“Quiet, darling, Quiet. You’re body is dying. The life inside of you is dying. We can
take the pain from you, but we require something in return. We need the blood for our eyes,
Sara, so that we can see, so that we can take your pain, so that we can save you, so we can save
your daughter.”
“What blood?” Sara’s words tumbled over chapped lips.
The hands passed over her arms, her wrists, “Your pain is in the blood. We need your
blood for our eyes, Sara, so that we can see. Give it to us. Give it to us and be safe.”
The knife passed through her flesh smoothly, the blood against the pale transparency of
her skin starkly contrasted like cherries in snow. The men wept as she wept, their blood
mingling in an obscene communion, a profane rebirth. Then, they vanished leaving her gasping
on the floor.
Her contractions began one hour later.
Chapter 4
The house in which Sara grew up was a house that believed very much in the presence of
the devil. In fact, the entire Appalachian town of Hensley, North Carolina was caught up in the
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fever of religion; the snakes they passed amongst the congregation a testament to the far8
reaching delirium of their faith, and the garbled words bubbled from their lips as they channeled
the words of God as proof of his divine power.
In the church pews of the Praise His Holiness Church, Ruth McDowell clenched her
daughter’s arm throughout the service, her fingernails digging into her arm in the efforts of
preventing the child from drowsing off as the hell fire and brimstone fell from the minister’s lips
with the power of many well flung arrows.
“And these signs shall follow them that believe: In my name shall they cast out devils;
they shall speak with new tongues. They shall take up serpents; and if they drink any deadly
thing, it shall not hurt them; they shall lay hands on the sick, and they shall recover,” Pastor
Wayne screamed from the pulpit as spittle flew from his mouth, flecking those in the front row
with white bits of foam.
The snakes stayed quiet in their boxes as Pastor Wayne rained his fury upon the
congregation, but during prayer, they began to move; their coiled bodies making strange kissing
sounds as they unwound themselves in preparation of the ritualistic passing; the hypnotizing
song of their rattles sending the crowd into a frenzy of moaned prayers.
“Praise Him,” they shouted as the rattles beat louder.
“Take my sins, Jesus,” came the voice of a lone woman, lost somewhere in the crowd,
which had become one entity, the wet beating of a singular heart.
Pastor Wayne lifted his hands, called his children to be silent before he thrust his hand
deep into the boxes, hauled one snake towards the light then over his head in triumph as the choir
behind him broke into song and the members beat tambourines against their thighs.
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One by one, he pulled their slithering bodies from the dark box and sent them down
among the congregation. Drunk on belief, they took the deadly snakes in their hands as they sang
along with the choir, pulled the snakes close to their faces as they shouted out their faith into the
symbolic face of the devil.
Overcome with the power of the spirit, the women and men danced to the music while
the snakes curled over their arms, their shoulders, their necks.
“Are you washed in the blood of the Lamb?” they screamed against the power of the
devil as the tongues of the Holy Spirit broke over them, forced them to the floor of the old
church. Their bodies twitched and jumped, rocked and trembled as they prayed.
Children under the age of twelve were forbidden to participate in the service, and as Sara
approached her time to take her place as a full member of the church, she began to have
nightmares. Snakes wound around her feet, binding her legs together and her arms to her sides
as they crept towards her mouth before forcing themselves down her throat and threatening to
burst through her chest. She woke several times during the night screaming as her mother rushed
down the hallway.
“Folly is bound up in the heart of a child, but the rod of discipline drives it far from him,”
she quoted as Sara sobbed under the lash of her Daddy’s old leather belt that her mother kept
nailed to her bedroom wall.
“Momma, I can’t help the dreams. Please stop.”
“You must learn to accept Christ in your heart. God will let the snake kill you if you
aren’t true to him; he will know if you have sin in your heart. How can I consider myself one of
his children if I don’t do his work,” she replied as she looped the belt around her fist before
closing the door on her daughter.
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Ruth McDowell was a stern woman. Her long, graying hair swept the floor when she
walked. Sara only saw her mother’s hair down during the weekly washings when she helped her
mother brush it before plaiting it tightly and twisting into a severe knot at the crown of her head.
The children of the town feared her close lipped frown; her chapped cheeks sunken, the skin
there sucked tight against the bone.
The children of the town made bets with one another to see who could stare into Ruth’s
eyes the longest without looking away. Tommy Reynolds, a tow8headed boy with a smattering of
dirty8looking freckles across his nose, held the current record of five seconds.
“Five whole seconds! Hot damn!” he said as the other kids closed in on him, clapped him
on the back.
“I’d just die if she was my momma,” a girl with crooked teeth said just loud enough for
Sara to hear.
Sara wished the Sunday service would just start already, wished her momma didn’t have
to arrive at the church early ever Sunday. Week to week, Sara watched as the other children took
turns trying to catch her mother’s eye, their bodies twisted in their family pews as they stared,
stuck out their tongues.
Once, Sara made a face at one of the children, and her mother had pinched her arm hard
enough to leave a purplish bruise.
“But I say unto you, that ye resist not evil: but whosoever shall smite thee on thy right
cheek, turn to him the other also,” she hissed.
Later that night, Sara laid a cold wash cloth against the raised welts across the back of her
thighs and wished again that her daddy was still alive.
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Ruth’s husband, Sara’s father, had fallen asleep at the wheel and died when Sara was ten.
For weeks after the funeral, the town’s tongues wagged over the fact that Ruth had not cried at
the sight of her husband’s body. At the conclusion of the service, she’d refused visitors; her
hands clasped in front of her as she calmly turned away those who offered their sympathy.
“I reckon he’s in a better place,” were her only words.
With her long skirts and shirts that buttoned over her wrists, she looked like many of the
other women in the town, but Ruth carried a fervor inside of her that the other women, invested
in their town gossip, quilting parties, and tips for getting the rust off of a spoon, did not have.
For her devotion, she found favor with Pastor Wayne, and for as long as Sara could
remember she’d known to expect him for Sunday supper; the smell of the cough drops he carried
in his breast pocket flavoring the chicken or the pork chops her mother cooked as the evening
meal. By the time she turned fifteen, the biting scent of menthol made Sara’s stomach cramp as
fear reached deep into her belly.
“Your momma certainly is a God8fearing woman,” he said to Sara as he mopped the
sweat from his forehead with a yellowed handkerchief he kept in his pocket along with the cough
drops before helping himself to a third serving of potatoes, his stomach straining against the
table.
“Yessir,” Sara replied as she stared down into her own pile of potatoes that sat untouched
in a congealing heap on her plate. She knew her momma would whip her later for wasting food,
but each bite slid down her throat with the ease of glue, and she feared that another bite would
choke her.
“A God8fearing woman,” he repeated, bits of food falling from his mouth and into his lap
as he raked his eyes over Sara. Sara who had just turned thirteen; whose breasts had developed
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into high knobs on her chest an object of lust to this man who cast down judgment and
condemnation upon his flock: a lion amidst the lambs.
Beside him, her mother gave a tight8lipped smile in appreciation of the compliment
without noticing his eyes burning against the body of her daughter.

Chapter 5
It was two months after Sara McDowell’s suicide that Ethan Yancey fell in love with her
daughter. It upset him that he still needed to conduct an interview with her when the case was so
obviously a suicide, but the paperwork had to be filed. His telephone calls to her had gone
unanswered until this morning when she answered the phone, her voice trembling on the line that
yes, she could come down to precinct, and yes, two o’clock shouldn’t be a problem.
“You look like someone just killed your kitten, Yancey.”
Captain York stood in front of him holding two mugs of coffee, one of which he thunked
down in front of Ethan, the liquid sloshing over the sides and just barely leaking onto the desk.
He would need to clean that up before it left a stain.
“Thanks, Captain. Just have a suicide interview coming in this afternoon. Always hard,
you know?”
“Keep your chin up, kid. Just keep your cool and follow protocol.” He brought his
coffee to his lips, the liver8spotted hands trembling for a moment before he sipped behind a gray
moustache, “Trust me, I’ve been doing this a while.”
“Can I ask you a question, sir?”
“Somehow I get the feeling that you’re going to ask me anyway.”

17
“Do you think it’s possible for a mother and a daughter to share suicidal tendencies? I
mean, do you think it’s possible for suicide to be hereditary?”
York’s forehead wrinkled before he said, “I don’t know, kid. I definitely think that a
child could become depressed if his mom or dad is depressed. You know all that nature versus
nurture bullshit. But I’m not so sure about suicide being something that parents pass on to their
children.”
“Take a look at this,” Ethan said as he slid a thick manila folder across the desk,
“McDowell case.”
“I’ve heard about it,” York frowned as he flipped through the pages, “mother and adult
daughter living in the same house. Mother committed suicide a couple months ago, right?”
“That’s the one. But here’s the weird thing, the mother attempted suicide several times
before…”
“Not so strange for someone who’s attempted before to do it again.”
“I’m not finished, Captain. The mother wasn’t the only one; her daughter has attempted
once.”
“Jesus.”
“Both have done time in mental health facilities, and the daughter is under the heavy
watch of a therapist not to mention there were all sorts of medications in the home when we were
clearing the scene. Doesn’t that strike you as strange?”
“It is a little odd that both mother and daughter have a history of suicide attempts and
depression, but I don’t think that you can necessarily jump to the scientific conclusion that
suicidal tendencies are hereditary, kid.”
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“There’s something strange about this one, Captain. I can’t quite put my finger on it, but
there’s got to be some larger reason that a mother and a daughter would both have problems like
this.”
“Listen, Ethan, I know you’ve got a bleeding heart, and that you want to play the hero in
every case like this that comes across your desk. Hell, I did too when I was in your shoes, but at
some point, you’ve got to step away from these horror stories. Go out and find that thing that
makes you happy, that keeps you from thinking about all of the horrible things you see while
you’re here,” he tapped his index finger against the desk, “I’m telling you right now, don’t get
yourself in to deep with this case. That’s why the girl’s got a therapist. She doesn’t need a
detective turned shrink trying to figure out how to put her back together again.”
York was right, and Ethan understood that he should take the words to heart. He should
stop obsessing over solving every case, avenging every crime he possibly could. For God’s sake,
he thought, I’m not Superman.
But of course yet another case would land on his desk, and he began the process all over
again in the hopes that just the one extra hour, the one extra phone call could mean all the
difference in someone’s life.
“Don’t work too hard, Detective,” York said as he shuffled out of the room, tossing a
hand over his shoulder in farewell.
Ethan watched him go and reached across the table to retrieve the file. Surely, he had
missed something in this case. He had followed protocol at the scene, treating it at first as a
possible homicide, but he had ruled out homicide long ago; any evidence to indicate the latter
just didn’t exist. The razorblade fell at precisely the correct distance and arc from the bathtub,
and the marks on the wrist were sliced in erratic lines, not the smooth cuts of a murderer.
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Pushing the file away, Ethan stood and looked out the small window behind his desk.
The view of the parking lot didn’t do anything to clear his head, and Lola McDowell would
arrive at any moment. The blue button down he selected from his closet that morning had
creased in messy wrinkles from sitting, and a small coffee stain marred his light khaki slacks.
Turning back to his desk, he ruffled through the top drawer looking for the stain remover
pen he knew he had stashed there. As he cursed his own clumsiness, he didn’t hear the slight
knock at the door.
“Detective Yancey?”
“Shit!” he shouted as he jerked backwards, banging his knee on the corner of the desk as
he did so.
“I’m sorry?”
“Ms. McDowell. I’m very sorry; I wasn’t expecting you so early, and you surprised me.
Please, have a seat.”
As she sat, he pulled against the bottom of his shirt, but the wrinkles stayed put. “Thank
you for seeing me today, Ms. McDowell. You’re looking well.”
“I look like shit, detective. And please don’t call me Ms. McDowell. Lola works just
fine.”
“Of course,” he shuffled the papers on his desk and sat. He didn’t know why he should
feel so awkward—like a school boy called on by his teacher—but something about Lola made
him feel large and clumsy.
“I just had a few follow up questions I needed to ask you today. Do you mind if I record
this?” he asked pointing to the small digital recorder on the edge of his desk.
“You don’t need to tell me why I’m here.”
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Ethan shifted in his chair; something about the monotone delivery of her words, and the
cold stare of her eyes made him uncomfortable. The red light on the recorder blinked on as he
hit the record button.
“You lived at the residence with your mother?”
“Yes, I did. She needed help with the mortgage, and I needed a place to stay. It just
worked out.”
“But you have a decent job. Didn’t you ever want to go out on your own, start your own
life?”
“She couldn’t work, detective; her depression kept her from having normal interactions
with people and no one would hire her. I wasn’t just going to leave my mother to be kicked out
of her home.”
“Was she on any medication for her depression?”
“I don’t think that’s any of your business. Actually, isn’t such a question a violation of
HIPPA privacy laws?” she smirked at him.
Under the desk, Ethan picked at his cuticles: a nervous tic from childhood that had never
fully gone away. He was used to family members melting into tears and hysterics in his office
during questioning, but the aggressive responses coming from the petite, delicate woman across
the desk surprised him.
He decided to shift tactics, “Lola is an interesting name. Did your mother ever tell you
the story of how she named you?”
Lola raised her eyebrows, “She wanted to name me Lolita, but didn’t want the
controversy, so she settled on Lola. At home, she called me Lolita.”
“Vladimir Nabokov. I could understand why she changed her mind.”
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A smile played at the outer edges of Lola’s mouth, “Yes, well, I can’t imagine that many
mothers would want their daughter’s forever associated with a pedophile.”
“You lived alone with your mother, correct? What about your father?”
“Never met him. He took off before I was born.”
“I see. I’m sorry to hear that.”
“Can’t say I ever gave it that much thought. No need to apologize for someone I’ve never
met,” she paused, wrinkled her nose. “I thought we were here to talk about my mother’s suicide,
not get to know one another. If I wanted a first date, I’d sign up for one of those dating sites.”
Again, she had him cornered, She’s smart, he thought, sees right through the bullshit.
“How did your mother feel about your own bouts with depression? Did it bother her?”
Lola looked at him sharply, “My problems were just that: my problems. I helped her the
best way that I could, but I didn’t want to make things worse by giving her mine, too.”
“She never expressed her concern? Not even after your own attempt?”
Lola stood up, “I think we’re done here, detective. I came here to answer what I thought
were logistical questions surrounding my mother’s death, not have a therapy session. If you
have some legitimate questions for me, you can call me, but until then, I’ll save my energy for
someone with a medical degree and not some two bit detective who has a hard on for playing
psychologist to troubled women.”
The floral skirt she wore fluttered as she turned for the door, and Ethan felt a pang of
worry tear through him, What if I don’t see her again?
“Ms. McDowell?”
She paused but didn’t turn around, “I asked you to not call me that.”
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“I’m sorry. Lola, I apologize if I’ve offended you, but knowing your history and what
you’ve recently gone through, I want to help in any way I can.”
She slowly turned to face him, “I don’t need help, detective,” she paused, her eyes
studying his face, “One thing before I go. Since you asked me, I figure the least you can do is
return the favor. Mind if I guess the origins of your name?”
Stunned, he nodded.
“Edith Wharton. Ethan Frome. The man surrounded by unhappiness who in the end
cannot save himself or the thing he wants most,” she said and smiled. Then, she was gone.
His mouth agape, he stared at the space she had just occupied. She had guessed right.
Chapter 6
Lola stood outside the precinct blinking against the late August sunshine as she took her
cell phone from her purse. Four missed calls and four new voice mails. The first message from
Dr. Bryant’s receptionist confirming tomorrow’s therapy session. As if she could forget.
The next three messages were short, and Lola smiled as she heard her best friend’s voice.
“Lola? Answer the damn phone. Or call me. Whichever comes first.”
“Lola. It’s your long8lost friend, Channing. Remember me? Please call me.”
“Lola McDowell. I haven’t heard from you since last night. Please let me know you’re
okay. Or come down to the bakery. I’ll give you a free scone. You know, perks of knowing the
owner. I’ll be here until four.”
The small town of Windham whipped past the windows as Lola drove towards Jacobs’
Patisserie. Only Channing would have opened a French pastry shop in such a sleepy southern
town, but the farmers came in every morning for their pressed coffee and their wives came in to
collect petit fours or croquembouche cakes for weekend bridal showers or church luncheons.
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After doing a series of gourmet meringues for the Savannah, Georgia Christmas Cotillion,
Channing been written up in Southern Living, and she took every opportunity to remind people
of her celebrity.
She passed the post office and Windham Methodist Church and then the Windham
United Baptist Church, which her mother had sworn from ever entering after a woman in a fussy
hat had testified that Sara McDowell had a demon in her and it must be cast out, before turning
into the brick building Channing leased for her bakery.
The building was an expansive space, an old library turned upscale business, and it
housed Channing’s Patisserie, a small antiques shop turned art gallery on the first Saturday of
every month, and a dog grooming facility. Channing worried the smell of wet dog would
somehow find its way into her croissants, but so far, she’d had no such misfortune.
Channing spent a small fortune finding exactly the right shade of cream to paint the
walls, but the end result was impressive. Somehow, she had found exactly the right mix in décor
to inspire both feelings of elegance and hominess, and her sales benefitted from her diligence.
A bell tinkled as she entered, and Channing looked up from her post by the display case
before tossing a sleazy romance book on the counter and patting the flour from her blonde curls.
“Sweet baby Jesus, ain’t you a sight for sore eyes, girl,” she said coming around the
counter and wrapping her plump arms around Lola, “Sit down,” she waved to a booth, “You
eaten?”
Lola sank into the blue, cushioned seat while Channing put a scone and lemon curd on a
plate.
“Starved, thanks. Just left the police station. The detective had some questions for me.”
“How’d that go?”
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“It was strange,” she said, taking a bite of the scone, “but can we not talk about it?”
Channing gently touched Lola’s arm, “How you holding up?”
“Some days are better than others.”
“And today?”
“Today’s an other,” she struggled to keep tears from her eyes, “Every time I think I’m
getting better, I see something that reminds me of her. She’d tried so many times to end it, that
I’d almost gotten used to it. Christ, that’s fucked up isn’t it? That you’re used to your mother
trying to kill herself?”
“Have you been to see Dr. Bryant?”
“Yeah. He spent the entire session repeating ‘It isn’t your fault, Lola, it isn’t your fault’
and upped my dosage. Fifteen milligrams of Remeron.”
“Is it helping?”
“I couldn’t tell you. Some days I just feel empty, and then the next day, I’m angry, or I
feel like my skin is raw and if someone touches me, I’ll scream, and scream, and scream.”
“I wish you’d come stay with me,” Channing said as she stood and grabbed the coffee
press and poured the thick liquid into a flimsy white mug, “It can’t be good for you to stay alone
in that house.”
“That house is the only home I’ve ever known, Channing, and it was the only thing that
made my mom happy. I can’t just leave it.”
Lola sipped the coffee, savoring the feeling of the hot liquid slightly burning her tongue
and the back of her throat. She didn’t tell Channing the real reason she stayed in the house, the
real reason she couldn’t bring herself to leave.
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For the past six nights, Lola had found gardenias placed randomly throughout the house.
She found one on her bed; another, tucked in her purse; yet another, resting on the back of the
shabby brown couch. Each one placed in the open, in a place she would notice.
Lola was fairly certain her mother was haunting her.

Chapter 7
Lola awoke that night to faded moonlight streaming through her window. What was the
noise that had woken her? Too loud to be Holden meowing, too soft to be the wind. She
couldn’t shake the feeling that someone had called her name, but it was a common thing, in
sleep, to imagine your name called, to imagine that someone needed you at precisely this very
moment.
“Here kitty, kitty,” she called softly, hoping the noise had indeed been Holden
scampering through the house, but the bundle of clothes piled at the foot of her bed moved, and
he emerged yawning and blinking against the moonlight.
Everything in her bedroom was as she had left it; the overstuffed armchair in the corner
still had today’s outfit draped over it; her dresser was still covered with picture frames with Lola
and her mother frozen in time; the sheer curtains still hung against the windows lifeless and
ghostly in the moonlight.
Curling her legs under the thin white sheet, Lola pushed herself into a sitting position and
waited on the sound to return, but the house had gone quiet, and the only sound came from the
pulsing of her own heart.
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Stupid, Lola thought, there’s nothing there. She rolled over, but as she moved, the
moonlight shifted, bounced off the silver of one of the frames, a sudden illuminated star in the
dark room.
What the hell is that? Something about the picture struck Lola as strange. Is there
something stuck on the frame?
For a moment, fear kept Lola beneath the false security of the sheet, but as she stared at
the frame, dread built in her stomach. There wasn’t something stuck to the frame. There was
something stuck to the picture. The picture that had been placed behind a glass pane close to
fifteen years ago.
Lola knew the picture well. In it her mother’s head was thrown back, her auburn hair
cascading behind her as her lips parted over milky teeth. It was the only photo she had of her
mother laughing.
Cold air hit her legs as she pushed the covers away and stood. The nervousness in her
stomach grew, pushing against her heart and lungs and making her catch her breath. The
moonlight caught and twisted against the glass of the frame. The light blinded Lola momentarily,
and she blinked to clear her vision.
I don’t want to touch it, she thought before chiding herself. For God’s sake, it’s just a
picture frame.
Picking up the frame, Lola passed her thumb across the surface of the glass, but as her
eyes focused on the image of her mother, she saw that her eyes contained no pupils, the whites
glowing back at her. Her mouth twisted violently over bared teeth.
“Shit!” Lola shrieked aloud as she threw the frame away from her; the glass shattering
against the wall when it hit.
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The room grew and expanded around her as she breathed. Her tank top clung to the
sweat on her back. Calm down, she thought. It isn’t real. Just your imagination.
Lola closed her eyes. She wanted to leave the picture where it had landed and crawl back
in bed. She wanted to wake up in the morning with her mother sleeping just down the hall in the
tall four poster bed. She wanted to forget the ever increasing medication she needed to keep the
men away, to keep herself from drowning under the weight of their beautiful lies, but after
opening her eyes, the picture lay on the floor exactly where it landed, and her mother was still
gone.
The glass looked like ice scattered on the floor, like spilled glitter, and for a moment,
Lola marveled over its beauty. Blood leaked from the photo frame and mixed with the glass on
the floor: diamonds and rubies reflecting in the moonlight.
“Lola,” a voice hissed in her ear.
“No… please,” Lola moaned. She knew the voices well. Months of pills had kept the
voices at bay, locked behind the wall of her therapy sessions, and Lola had hoped they had
finally vanished into distant memory.
She didn’t want to turn to face the men, didn’t want to see the grotesque blood tears
leaking from their empty eye sockets. She had been wrong; it wasn’t her mother’s presence in
the house, and as the realization of her mistake flooded through her, she sank to her knees, the
sobs building in her belly.
“I’m sorry, Mom. I’m so sorry.”
Chapter 8
“Careful, Lolita. Watch your needle, or you’ll stab yourself.”
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“I’m not going to stab myself, Mom. And I wish you wouldn’t call me Lolita. It’s
gross.”
“It is most certainly not gross, young lady. The perceptions society has about some book
have made it gross. It’s a beautiful name.”
Lola sighed as she moved onto the next row of stitches, “I just wish you wouldn’t say it
in public. The boys at school all call me a nympho.”
Sara grinned, “Well, are you a nympho?”
“Mom!” Lola feigned disgust, but she clenched her teeth around the giggle growing in
her throat.
“Then you have nothing to worry about. Just let it roll off your back, like water off a
duck.” She peeked over her daughter’s shoulder at the row of stitches Lola had just completed
and patted her shoulder in approval. “You’re really getting the hang of this. Pretty soon, you’ll
be better than me, and people will be begging you to make them christening gowns!”
The Methodist women of Windham frequently called upon Sara’s deft fingers when it
came to the christening gowns of their children. If you didn’t have Sara McDowell fashion your
baby’s christening gown, you may as well quietly remove yourself from the church’s social
circles.
Sara loved these small jobs that gave her just enough money to pay the bills on the house,
money to feed and clothe her teenage daughter, and a small amount to set aside for Lola’s
college fund. She loved that it kept her hands busy, her fingers constantly moving as she
fashioned intricate lace around collars and raised patterns on silk. Of course, machines could
now do everything her hands could do, but there wasn’t the same attention to detail, the same
level of perfection that Sara paid her work, and the women knew this.
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Besides the money, Sara appreciated that her small work did not demand that she leave
her home. She didn’t have to face the world on her bad days, which was something that had led
to her being fired more times than she could count. She set her hours, and she often worked all
night, and Lola would find her early in the morning bent over a pile of white material so light
and airy it looked like cotton candy.
She converted the downstairs master bedroom into a sewing room and took a smaller
bedroom upstairs for herself. She had painted the walls of her sewing room a pale yellow, the
color of winter sunshine. Her mother’s old Singer floor pedal sewing machine sat in the corner
unused as it had been since her father bought it as a birthday gift for her mother.
“God never intended for us to let our hands sit idle. Idle hands are the devil’s work,”
Ruth intoned before banishing the machine to the attic. She forbade her daughter to touch it, and
like her mother, Sara had never touched a sewing machine.
When her mother died, Sara inherited the old Singer, but she never could bring herself to
use it.
Piles of fabric in every shade of white and cream lay scattered on the floor; the table that
dominated the center of the room covered in bolt after bolt, the fabric unraveling from the bolts
and swooping towards the floor with ghostly fingers. As a child, Lola had been frightened to
enter the room at night, but her mother had insisted with a strange fervor that the sewing room
was the safest room in the house.
Sara didn’t tell her daughter, but the men with the bleeding eyes could not enter the
sewing room. They paced just outside the door like animals after prey. Their wails filled the
house as they called to Sara in shrieks and growls. Later, Lola would learn and hide herself in the
room among the stacks of fabric.
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Sara had learned to use her work as a shield against their voices, but sometimes, they
would drop their nightmare voices and speak to her in the voice of a lover, the voice of Lola’s
father, the voice of her own mother, long dead.
“Thou shalt eat the fruit of thine own body, the flesh of thy sons and daughters,” they
quoted the old Bible verse to her. The verse had hung in exquisitely embroidered stitches above
her mother’s bed for years, and it served as a warning. “The punishment for the wicked,” her
mother would point to it whenever she paddled Sara with the wooden board that hung in her
closet.
The men stood outside of the door, repeating the verse in the hushed voice of her mother,
chanting the phrase as a catechism until Sara found herself repeating it with them, over and over
as she worked.
Broken, she would go to them, leaving the safety of the room, convinced of the false love
they promised. They wrapped themselves around her, their arms pulling her close, choking the
air from her lungs, as they begged to take her pain from her, begged for what they needed.
It was always Lola who found her mother, on the floor of the kitchen or the bathroom,
rocking back and forth, whispering to the men Lola couldn’t yet see. A knife or a razor blade or
the heavy8handled black scissors in her hand, her blood spilling from the slashes in her arms as
Sara squeezed the skin around them.
“It’s for their eyes! Don’t, Lola! They need it for their eyes!” she sobbed when Lola
took the instrument from her hands and wrapped towels around the wounds. Lola would sit on
the floor with her, waiting on her cries to soften into small whimpers. If the cuts were deep
enough, she would take her mother to the hospital, but usually, she could bind them tightly and
wait for them to heal. Lola knew how to drive the Buick in the driveway when she was eleven.
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Lola’s fear kept her from being angry at her mother. I can’t lose her, she would think as
she sat beside the broken, sleeping form. Please stay with me, Mom. I can’t do this alone.
But Lola didn’t understand the power of the men. Not yet.

Chapter 9
With Lola’s first blood, the men with the bleeding eyes came. She was a woman now at
fourteen, a late bloomer, and Lola wondered if she was supposed to feel any different now that
her body had undergone such a change. Physically, she looked the same; her body was still the
kind of thin that prompted worried phone calls from the school counselor and darted glances of
envy from the girls her age.
But it was what the counselors didn’t notice that haunted Lola. She had always been a
quiet child, content to play alone, content with her own thoughts, but as she grew older, the other
children began their process of labeling, of naming that which they didn’t understand.
“Freak.”
“Weirdo.”
“Nerd.”
“Schizoid.”
The words fell upon her like many small stones, bruising her just beneath the skin, an
invisible wound. In junior high school, the taunts became harder, more complex. The rumors
leaking among her classmates mixed with the previous, less damaging insults.
“Slut,” the girls jealous of her figure called her.
“Prude,” the boys who wanted her tiny body wrapped around them called her.
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Her loneliness surged upward, threatened to drown her, and her thoughts grew
increasingly darker; she didn’t understand why the girls at school didn’t like her, why they
whispered barbed rumors behind her back. She skirted around them, delicately tip8toeing away
from their wrath as she hoped she could escape unnoticed, but they surrounded her on all sides,
the words raining down.
She started picking at her cuticles until they bled, and she sucked the blood from her
fingers, marveling at the taste of iron and rust in her mouth. She had always thought that blood
would taste of meat or of the steak tartare her mother sometimes forced her to eat on the nights
she felt like pretending to be a gourmet. No one noticed the blood dripping from her hands to the
floors of classrooms or gymnasiums. The teachers had their own problems, too large classes, too
much paperwork, and they had no time to notice her bleeding hands.
Some nights as she lay in bed, too hot under the covers, she would think of the razor
blade she had just learned to use on her legs. She wondered who would miss her. Surely her
mother would, but her mother’s bad days were coming more and more often, and Lola knew that
her presence was simply a burden to her mother.
The night of her first menstruation, she writhed in the bed against the pain tearing
through her lower abdomen, convinced that God was punishing her for her thoughts of taking her
own life.
Dropping to her knees, she began to pray, “Jesus? It’s been awhile, I know, but after
Momma’s last bad time, I was so angry, and things at school have been awful bad, and I thought
you just weren’t listening, so I figured I would stop talking to you, but please, it hurts so terribly
bad, and please, I’ll try to go to church when I can if I can get a ride because you know that
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Momma won’t take me since that lady said she had a demon in her, I promise I’ll pray every
night if you just make it stop.”
As she sat on her knees rocking her small body back and forth, the men came to her as
two angels sent as messengers of comfort from heaven. They stroked the sweat8stained hair
from her neck, their cool hands brushing her arms and hands where her raw fingers burned.
They came to her as they had come to her mother with their false promises, “You hurt so
badly, don’t you, child? We can help you if you’ll let us. We can take all of the pain from you.”
Wiping the tears from her cheeks, they continued, “Their words sting you. We can take
that away from you. All of that pain. But you must give us one thing if you want us to help
you,” their offer quivered in the air, and Lola found herself desperately wanting the things they
promised.
Lola found the razor that night. The skin of her arm split open like ripe fruit, and the men,
the dark angels, screamed in ecstasy.
The next morning, the dark stain of her first blood appeared between her legs.
Chapter 10
“Goddammit, answer the phone!” Lola said, punching numbers into her telephone. Her
therapist had gone to lunch with the delusion that his clients would never dare to need him
during the hours of 1 and 2:30 p.m.. Channing was in the middle of her own lunch rush, and her
phone went unanswered.
I need more friends for shit like this, Lola thought as she searched through her contacts
list. Mom, Dr. Bryant’s Office, Speedman work, Channing, Alessio’s Pizza. She listed the
contacts in her address book in her head one by one as she went through them for the fourth time.
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Other girls her age had friends; she saw them in Channing’s shop, giggling over some
boy they just met or crying over some boy they just lost, and she and Channing made fun of their
vapid ways, giggling over the bovine like eyes they made as they detailed the newest heartbreak
to the group.
But now, she desperately wanted a group of friends. Not a group of friends like those
vacuous women, but a group of educated, open8minded women who had more to talk about than
the headlines from the latest issue of Cosmo magazine. Lola wanted nothing to do with “Ways
to Get Sexy Now!” or “Twenty New Ways to Please Your Man!”
In college, before she dropped out, Lola had met women like this; women she knew she
could befriend; women with sharp minds and sharper wits, who wouldn’t stare at her in horror if
she decided to tell them about her mother or tell them about them about her own depression. But
her mother had grown worse, her descents into her nightmare world more frequent, and Lola had
left her classes mid8semester to take care of her.
She wanted to return and finish her degree in 19th century American Literature, but at
twenty8seven, she didn’t want to watch the beautiful undergraduate youths parade in front of her,
flaunting the sparkling possibilities of their futures in front of her, time stretching in front of
them as some impossibly long hallway that they were never destined to reach the end of. Lola
had not only reached the end of that hallway, she had slammed into the opposing wall.
Her phone buzzed in her hand, “Jesus, Channing, it took you long enough. Listen, I need
to talk to you about something. There’s some weird shit going on.”
There was a pause on the line, “Ms. McDowell?”
“Dr. Bryant? I’m so sorry, I thought you were at lunch until 2:30,” she glanced at her
watch. It was only 1:45.
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“No, this is Ethan Yancey. Windham police department?”
“Oh,” Flustered, she cringed as images of her last meeting with Ethan surged through her,
and she shook her head against the onslaught.
“I’m sorry to call you like this, but I wanted to let you know that your mother’s case has
officially been closed. It takes a while to sort these things out, but it’s protocol that we let the
family know.”
“Oh,” Lola repeated, hating her inability to say anything else.
“Listen, there was another reason why I called you. I… I can’t stop thinking about what
you said.”
“What I said?”
“About my name. How did you know about my name? Ethan Frome isn’t exactly what
springs to mind when people hear my name.”
“Just a gut instinct, I guess,” Lola knew she should feel uncomfortable, but she didn’t.
When she’d walked into his office, the air around her had crackled; her face had flushed as her
heart quickened, pushing blood to the surface of her pale skin. Her guilt over her attraction
became a palpable thing. She’d put up a good front during their session, but she wanted to break,
wanted to talk with him. Especially now.
“That’s a hell of an instinct. I’ve spent the past week trying to figure out how you did it,”
his nervous laugh broke through the shaky phone connection, dropped out in the middle and
picked back up as he cleared his throat.
“Literary names have a way of picking out other literary names,” she laughed too,
reveling in the vibrations that shook her shoulders, her stomach.
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“Something we have in common,” he paused; an awkward space growing as he struggled
to find his next words, “Listen, I had another reason for calling you.”
“Oh?” she squirmed against her third use of the interjection.
“I… had a dream about you last night. Really vivid, actually. You were standing in the
middle of a bunch of broken glass, and you were crying. When I woke up, I just couldn’t get it
out of my head, you know? It was incredibly real. And I just…I guess I just wanted to see if
you were okay.”
Lola didn’t think about her response, “Can you meet me for lunch?”
Chapter 11
One of Lola’s earliest memories of her mother was of watching her braid her own hair;
the long, golden red curls tumbling down her back as she laced the strands one over the other in a
blur of slender fingers and chewed fingernails.
“You’re so beautiful, Momma,” she gasped, in rapture of this woman, this goddess with
the red scars on her arms.
Her mother caught her in her arms, spinning her around the room while Lola grew dizzy
and slightly sick from the movement.
“Someone has a birthday coming up,” she said, setting Lola back on her feet, “What five8
year8olds want for their birthdays, I wonder?”
“Barbie!” Lola shouted, and her arms and legs squirmed against the excitement of
actually owning the Birthday Barbie doll be8sequined and sparkling in her pink party gown and
tiara.
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“You know, my mother would have never allowed me to have a Barbie doll,” Sara said as
she moved toward the kitchen. Lola padded behind her on small feet, “she said they weren’t
good for a young lady’s vanity.”
“I’m not a vanity, Momma. Can’t I have one? Please? Pretty please?”
“Of course you’re not vain, sweetheart, and you’ll just have to wait and see. Birthday
presents are supposed to be a surprise!”
A breakfast table dominated one corner of the small kitchen, and during her play
sessions, Lola often slammed her small body into it as she careened across the linoleum floor,
sliding in her white crew socks. The counter tops had recently started flaking; Lola could run her
fingernail under the seam and release a shower of counter bits. Her mother asked her not to do
it, but Lola liked the way the bits floated downward into the dark of her navy school skirt.
Lola twitched in her chair as she watched her mother make breakfast, dipping in and out
of the refrigerator like some great bird as she broke eggs over a skillet, placed bread in the
toaster. A question burned inside of her; a question the other kids in her kindergarten class had
asked her; a question she had never thought of before, but had grown like a beast inside of her.
“Momma? Don’t I have a Daddy? All the other kids at school have one. Well, except
for Henry, but he says his Daddy ran off with some lady, and his momma’s working on getting
him a new Daddy. But don’t I have one, too?”
After several moments of moving the eggs around and around the skillet, Sara turned to
face her daughter, the fake smile she had learned as a teenager plastered to her face, “I didn’t
need a Daddy to have you. Some angel sneaked down here to earth and put you in my belly.
You were my miracle. Now, eat your breakfast,” she said, setting the plate of eggs and toast in
front of her.

38
One day, far from this moment in time, Lola would learn the truth, but for now, the
answer satisfied her. She was set apart, different, special. She had not needed a father to be born
like the other children. She was her mother’s miracle.
As Lola ate her breakfast, she didn’t notice her mother’s eyes focusing on the unseen man
behind her. She didn’t see her mother squeezing her fists to her ears, blinking and shaking her
head against the words Lola couldn’t hear. Their phrase, “Thou shalt eat the fruit of thine own
body, the flesh of thy sons and daughters,” sounded in Sara’s ears only.
Lola wouldn’t know about the men until her own dark day, but for now, she ate her
breakfast and dreamed of her birthday cake and her birthday present and the fact that she among
all of the other children was a gift, something special to behold.
Chapter 12
“Dr. Bryant says I’m not supposed to drink while taking my medication, but I say, to hell
with him. I haven’t had a drink in over a year, and oh, doesn’t it feel so good.” Lola lifted the
glass of wine—her fourth—in a mock toast to Ethan before sipping. Closing her eyes against the
wine haze, she gave an audible sigh of contentment before setting the glass on the heavy
mahogany bar.
The way the glasses stacked against the mirrored backdrop of the bar shone reminded
Lola of Christmas lights twinkling amongst the bottles of whiskey, rum, and vodka. A kind of
adult Christmas land where the only thing you found under your tree in the morning was a
hangover, and maybe, if you were lucky, two aspirin and a glass of water.
Through bleary eyes that alternately focused and unfocused on his own scotch and soda,
Ethan had spent the afternoon watching Lola unfold like a swan unfolds its wings, and as she had
shed layer after layer of her armor, his awe of this woman grew.
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He smiled what he hoped was his most disarming smile, “Better to ask forgiveness than
to ask permission, I always say.”
“That,” she paused to take another sip of her wine, “is a fantastic piece of advice.” She
tapped the wine glass against her teeth, “I have to tell you something though. I didn’t come here
with the intent to get drunk with a detective.”
Her intensity sobered him, “I know. I didn’t either”
“Liquid courage,” she said, lifting her glass towards the light as the golden liquid moved
against the glass, “I figured it couldn’t hurt to get some inside of me.”
Ethan shifted in his seat, uncomfortable for a moment and feeling too hot inside his
button down. He wished yet again that he had worn a thinner undershirt. Maybe then he
wouldn’t be pouring sweat. She hadn’t let him talk about his dream yet. They had made
pleasant conversation while they became progressively more and more drunk, but they had not
yet touched the reason she had asked him here, to the only lunch—now dinner—spot in town
with a decently stocked bar.
She crossed her legs; the skirt she wore pulling tight across her legs forcing Ethan to look
away briefly.
As the afternoon wore into evening, she found herself watching the way he absorbed his
surroundings; his brown eyes slowly moving across her face or the room to take in every detail.
Emotions flickered across his face before he could catch them, and she learned to watch for
them, knowing that these small moments would reveal the truth of his feelings.
He had been polite and quietly friendly with the bartender, letting her order first and then
offering to pay. Lola had never thought she would like a man doing such things for her, but she
realized that Ethan didn’t do these things out of the hope that his pseudo8politeness would
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provide him a pass to see her without her bra. His politeness extended to everyone he came into
contact with; he had a genuine sense of compassion that wasn’t present simply because he hoped
to get laid.
“Lola,” he began, his voice gentle, almost inaudible against the swell of voices in the bar,
“you asked me to meet you here. I’m certain you didn’t just want to get drunk with me.”
“No,” she twisted a strand of hair around her finger, “you told me you had a dream that I
was standing in the middle of broken glass?”
“I did. It was incredibly vivid.”
Lola hesitated for a moment. Could she really trust this man? After all, she hadn’t
known him for very long, and an afternoon spent chatting over drinks didn’t exactly ensure that
he was worthy of her secrets.
“Something happened to me last night; something like what happened in your dream, and
when you told me about it over the phone, I knew that I had to talk to someone about what’s
been happening to me, and well…no offense, but I couldn’t get in touch with anyone else.”
He wondered if he should take offense that he had been runner up in her choices of
confidantes, but he shrugged it off, “What do you mean?”
“…I broke a picture frame last night. It just struck me as odd that you would have a
dream of me standing in the middle of broken glass when that’s exactly what happened to me
last night,” she quickly brought her glass back to her lips before downing greedy gulps as she
avoided his confused eyes. She wondered if he would call her bluff, ask her what she meant
when she said, ‘what’s been happening to me,” and she hoped he wouldn’t.
After five years as a detective, Ethan knew when people weren’t telling the entire truth,
and he understood that this was what Lola was doing now, “I see. Maybe I’m prophetic, you
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know? Third eye or something? I should open up a 18800 number and start charging people four
dollars a minute.” He laughed, hoping that his joke was enough to make her understand that he
wouldn’t question her.
As relief flooded through her, Lola reached across the bar and pressed her fingers into
Ethan’s forearm, “Thank you.”
The feather8light pressure of her touch barely affected him, and he wished she would
press down harder so that he could memorize the patterns of her fingers. He did not question her
thank you as most people would in moments that did not call for gratitude. He only nodded
taking another sip of his drink.
The sounds of the bar swelled momentarily as a happy hour crowd stumbled into booths,
and Lola was glad to be with people, with this man whom she hardly knew but felt that she
wanted to know better. I deserve to have friends. To be happy. It’s normal to have friends and
be happy. It’s what I’ve always wanted but thought I couldn’t have because of the men, and the
medication, and the therapy. But he already knows all of these things about me and my mom,
and he hasn’t run away screaming It’s time to try to make grown up friends.
She smoothed her hair away from her forehead, “So Ethan, tell me about you. What do
you do in your spare time?” She winced as she realized how trite the question sounded.
“Oh, you know, long walks on the beach. Romantic, candle lit dinners. Knitting teeny
sweaters for underfed cats. The usual,” he smiled behind his glass, “Is this a singles ad
questionnaire? Should I pay my forty8nine dollar monthly fee now, or can I put down a
deposit?”
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He wondered briefly if he shouldn’t joke with her like this; wondered if she would bristle
against his levity, and he cursed himself for letting go of his composure too soon. Jesus, Ethan.
She’s been through some major shit, and here you go cracking dumb jokes?
Later, Lola would wonder if she should have just gone home, ignored that she liked this
man and his strange jokes, dismissed her desire to know him better, but right now, she wanted
this light banter. She wanted this moment of slight flirtation as a man and a woman gradually
came to know one another as they had in thousands of other bars while thousands of other drinks
loosened their limbs into floating projections of flesh.
“And how do you feel about overfed cats? Are they undeserving of sweaters?”
“An excessive amount of body fat generates heat. Fat cats will never go cold,” he said,
enjoying that she was playing along.
“You most certainly get answer of the year for that, but you’re avoiding the question.”
“I tell you what. Let’s play twenty questions, but for every question I answer, you have
to answer one as well.”
Lola paused, tapping her fingernail against her glass, “Okay, but there need to be some
ground rules.”
“Such as?”
“Nothing really personal. Like no questions about how many people you’ve slept with,
or how old were you when you lost your virginity. Nothing like that.”
“Oh, so you mean no questions about sex.”
“Precisely.”
“So who goes first?”
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“I do,” she cast her eyes to the ceiling as if the perfect question lingered among the
artfully exposed beams, “Where are you from?”
“Chicago, my turn.”
“Wait, wait, wait! You can’t just give a one word answer!”
“Why not? If the answer only merits one word, then maybe you should ask better
questions.”
Her pout momentarily disarmed him, and he imagined what it would be like if she
brushed her lips slightly across the back of his neck.
“What’s the most exotic place you’ve ever visited?” he asked
“Exotic? Does Lenox Mall in Atlanta count?”
“You cannot be serious. You’ve never left the state?”
While her friends had jet8setted around the world for senior trips, study abroad programs,
and spring break vacations, Lola had stayed at home with her mother. There had been countless
times when a desperation settled over her, and every part of her wanted to fly from this place, to
escape into some world flavored by strangeness, to taste the smoky flavors of strange foods on
her tongue, to hear the odd cadence of a foreign language rise and fall, but she had never left.
And now she worried that she would never leave.
“Nope, never left. I didn’t even leave to go to college.”
“Where did you go? What did you study?”
“Watch it buster, that’s three questions for you. Went to Windham Community College.
Started a degree in American Literature, but I never finished. I would ask you the same
questions, but I think your degree is pretty obvious.”
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“I went through the Police Academy, but my degree has nothing to do with detective
work,” he waved to the bartender, his finger circling through the air once to indicate another
round. So what if he had an early call tomorrow morning.
“You’re going to make me ask you what it’s in, aren’t you?”
“Yep,” he gave her a smug grin as he leaned back in his chair, waiting on her response.
She affected her best Scarlett O’Hara accent,“Oh please, Ethan? Won’t you please tell
me what your degree is in?”
The bartender set the glasses in front of them, and Lola maintained the accent, “Why Mr.
Yancey, I do believe you are trying to get me drunk.”
He blushed and teased back, “You caught me. I’m a horrible degenerate who takes nice
girls to bars, gets them drunk, and then calls them a cab.”
“You’re avoiding my question.”
“My degree? You’ll be shocked when you hear it.”
“Your stalling.”
“Women’s studies,” he mumbled.
“I’m sorry, didn’t catch you. What was that?” she lifted the drink to her lips.
“Women’s studies,” he repeated.
Choking on the wine, Lola shrieked, “Women’s studies?”
“Yes, with a focus on feminist activism. Does it shock you that a man would be
interested in such things?”
“Of course not! Don’t be ridiculous. You just surprised me, is all. I was expecting art
history, or musical theory, or something equally innocuous,” she squared her shoulders,
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“Actually, I find it to be a wonderful. Strange to see a man wanting to go into that, but
wonderful.”
“Thank you,” he replied, his voice dropping almost inaudible in the low murmur of the
bar.
“Can I ask,” she stopped, wondering if she should ask her next question, “What made you
want to go into such a field?”
The growing dimness of the bar cast shadows, and as darkness passed over Ethan’s face
Lola wondered if its presence was simply the dying afternoon sunlight or something else.
“When my younger sister was thirteen, she was abducted from her bus stop while she was
waiting on the school bus. The man took her into some nearby woods, raped her, and murdered
her,” his voice struggled to find its way through the dark maze of those words.
He continued, “I wanted to go into something that would let me help other girls. Girls
who got away from their attackers. Help them understand the unnecessary pressures of society
to subjugate their bodies. Help them understand that when things like this happen, it isn’t their
fault.”
Reaching across the bar, Lola squeezed his hand in hers, the bones of her fingers leaping
forward as she pressed, “I’m so sorry to hear that.”
They sat for a moment, both quiet as they wondered about the sadness of the world and
how and why so much of it seemed to have found the two of them, and they both wondered
about the strength of the other. Lola wondering how this man had seen his own horrors yet
fought against them; his anger and fear shaping him into a fighter of monsters who lurked in
shadow, while she had withered in her fear, letting her own demons drag her down and keep her
silently obedient. She wondered why he could stand and fight against his darkness while she
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needed drugs to numb hers, and as it had often done in the past, shame of her weakness crept
through her.
As his own shame washed through him, Ethan wondered at his ability to so easily share
this secret that he had held inside of him for years. The last woman he’d discussed his sister with
had grown increasingly uncomfortable with his desire to help other young women; her jealousy
growing like a weed inside of her, choking all life from their love, until she finally appeared
before him, her bags packed beside her, and kissed him for the last time.
“Over time, I found that joining the force was the more direct line to helping my
community. It gives me the legal right to put these monsters behind bars,” he said.
“That takes some balls, you know? To be able to take something like that and turn it into
something good. I’m sure your sister would be proud of you.”
“I appreciate that,” he said. The distance between them grew as the hilarity in the bar
increased. The sadness between them demanded attention, demanded that the magic of the
evening break into their learned routines.
Lola reached for her purse, “This has been fun, but I really should be getting home.”
“Don’t. Please let me get this last one for you. It’s the least I can do after letting the
conversation turn so heavy.” Please stay, he begged wordlessly.
“Not going to happen, detective. You already got one round. This one is on me,” the
bartender lifted the card from her outstretched fingers, and Ethan marveled at the grace of such a
simple movement. The heaviness of the alcohol made him sleepy, and he fought against his
drooping eyelids.
“Writer’s hands” he said, unaware that he had spoken aloud.
“What was that?” she asked.
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He flushed as he realized he would have to repeat what he had said, “You have writer’s
hands. Long, agile fingers that look like they contain enough strength to break a computer if you
get angry or passionate. I’m sorry; I’m making you uncomfortable. I’m sort of drunk, and I tend
to wax poetic when inebriated.”
“Should you be driving?”
“I could ask you the same question.”
“Maybe I can offer a solution,” he said, stumbling over the syllables, “how about we split
a cab?”
“A cab ride in Windham? Wow. Talk about living the high life.”
“I’m serious. I don’t think you should be driving. Don’t forget, I could have you
arrested.”
He fought against the sadness that he knew she could see; his attempt at levity had not
fooled her, and he knew better than to try for a second time.
“Please,” he said, “I would be much more comfortable knowing that you got home
safely.”
Against her better judgment she conceded with a quick nod of her head, knowing that he
would want to see her home. While she enjoyed his company, she wasn’t sure if she wanted him
so close yet. Having a drink in a bar is one thing; seeing someone home is something else
altogether.
“Fine,” she said. “But I’m not inviting you in.”
Chapter 12
The cab ride was silent, both Ethan and Lola lost in their own thoughts, separate yet
together in the back of one of the few taxis that serviced the town. Every few lights, Lola leaned
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toward the driver and the only words spoken had been “Right at the next light. Take Nance
Street please; it’s faster.”
Ethan sat next to her, his head tipped back to rest on the seat, his eyes closed against the
periodic flashes from the streetlights. His hands twitched in his lap, and Lola wondered again at
his strength in talking about his sister, in opening such a raw wound to the daylight.
He desperately wanted to say something, to break this silence between them that had
crept in and invaded the air, but the words would not come, and his mind stuttered over the
beginnings of jagged phrases, so he stayed silent.
“It’s just here. On the left,” Lola indicated the long driveway with her hand. Ethan
opened his eyes, curious to see Lola’s home.
As the cab crawled to a stop and Lola gathered her purse, fumbling inside of her wallet
for the fare, Ethan let himself examine the house closely. A house for a family. Cozy. He
thought as he took in the ivy trellis snaking along the side of the house, curling under the
bedroom window. He wondered if the window he watched was her bedroom, and he had a
sudden image of Lola dressed in a white nightgown, falling low over her collarbone, and he
caught his breath.
“You alright over there?” she asked.
“Yeah, fine,” he croaked, his voice sounding alien and strange to him. Like some
faraway shout barely heard through wind.
He directed his attention back to the window. The curtains fluttered suddenly, a shadow
passing just behind the glass, and he froze like a man who has been shot.
“Lola,” he spoke slowly, “do you live with someone?”
“No,” she answered cautiously, “Why?”
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“I don’t want to alarm you, but I think there’s someone in your house.”
“What?” She whipped her head to face the façade of the house, her eyes searching against
the gloom for any indication of intrusion.
“Listen very carefully to me now. You tell the cab to stay here. You have your phone on
you?”
“Yes,” her voice shook.
“Good. I’m going to go in there and find out what’s going on. In the meantime, I want
you to call for help okay? You have the precinct number in your phone?”
She nodded, and he continued, “Good. Call them and tell them the address and that
Detective Yancey is requesting backup. You got that?”
She nodded again, wishing he would just wait for the other officers to come, but as she
opened her mouth, he disappeared from the cab, moving soundlessly over the grass towards the
front door. The cab driver licked his lips, the top of his dark moustache quivering, “What is this?
Police? No police, senora.”
“I’m sorry. Please stay with me just until they get here. Then you can go, I promise.”
“No police,” he repeated as he wound his fingers around one another over and over in a
complex movement that reminded Lola either of prayer or an offensive hand gesture.
“Please,” she stepped toward him, begging him with the movements of her body to not
leave. Jesus Christ, please don’t leave me here alone! She thought, but he was already sliding
back into the driver’s seat, and then he was gone.
She desperately dialed the number to the precinct; the voice on the other line offering
little comfort through the promise of backup units.
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She searched for any signs of movement from the house, but it was still, the only sound
the crickets and frogs screaming from under the grass.
Chapter 12
Inside the house, Ethan moved across the floor, his feet falling softly against the wooden
planks, as he moved from room to room searching for some sign of the shadow he had seen.
After assuring himself that the ground floor was empty, he approached the staircase, dropping to
his knees as he crawled towards the upstairs bedrooms.
When he reached the uppermost stair, he straightened and flattened himself against the
wall. His lessons in the academy and the lessons learned in every emergency he had been called
to settled over him, calming him and slowing his breathing. The first two bedrooms proved to be
empty. The first one housing a simple guest bed and dresser with an empty closet, and the
second a storage room filled with boxes but nothing else. The small bathroom and shower had
been empty, and Ethan wondered if the alcohol was playing tricks on his brain.
From memory he knew that the bedroom he saw from the cab would be the last bedroom
on his left, and he crept down the hallway being careful to stay close to the wall while avoiding
the heavy picture frames that would give away his presence should he snag them with his back.
He paused outside the doorway to collect his thoughts. The larger room downstairs was
more than likely a converted master bedroom, so the bedroom upstairs would be smaller with
less space to hide. He would need to check under the beds, and the closets and wished once
again that he had more than a baseball bat he had found in a coat closet to protect himself.
Granted, he could get himself fired for discharging his weapon while under the influence, but
when it came to defending his life, he was sure the Sergeant would understand the necessity.
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The photo frames on the dresser glittered as he peered around the doorframe quickly
taking in the layout of the room. The bed pushed against the wall to his right, and armchair in
the corner by the window, the dresser to his left with the closet door next to it. A large pile of
clothes lay in a mound outside of the closet door, and even in his anxiety, Ethan smiled knowing
that he had gathered yet another small piece of information about Lola.
From his position in the doorway, Ethan could see under the high wrought iron poster
bed. A stray shoe peeked out from under it, but otherwise, the floor was clean.
The closet remained the only other spot large enough for a person to hide himself. He
shifted the baseball bat from his right hand to his left before planting his feet firmly, his leg
muscles taut and prepared for movement.
Throwing open the door, he thrust the baseball bat forward slashing with the intent of
causing blunt force trauma, but nothing more than the arms of sweaters connected with the bat.
Must be in one of the other rooms, he thought to himself as he poked his head further into
the closet. As he did so, the smell of animal decay overwhelmed him, and he clapped his hand
against his mouth. What the hell is that?
Stepping deeper into the closet now, he hunted for the source of the smell. His eyes
watered and he briefly thought he would be sick as the smell overpowered him.
“Ethan?” a whisper sounded suddenly behind him and he jerked backward into the tangle
of clothing and hangers before falling into the closet wall.
Lola looked down at him from the closet door. Furious, he pushed the clothes away from
him. “What the fuck? I told you stay outside! Are you trying to get yourself killed?”
“I couldn’t just stand outside in the dark by myself.”
“What happened to the cab driver?”
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“He took off. Afraid of the cops apparently.”
“Nice,” he blew out an exasperated sigh as he pushed himself up. “Can I see your
phone?”
He dialed the precinct, “False alarm, Lonnie. Send out the call please. I know. I’m
sorry, but you can never be too careful. Yes, I secured the area. I’ll fill it out in the morning.
Sorry about that. Have a good night, now.”
As he hung up the phone, Lola couldn’t help but marvel over the sudden presence of a
man in her bedroom, and she did a quick sweep of the area, checking for dirty underwear, which
she saw piled in the corner next to the dresser. Too late to worry about it now.
“I’m really sorry about that Lola, but I swear to God I saw something move in this room.
It looked like someone had been standing at the window, looking out through the curtains, and
that when they saw the car, they moved away.”
“What am I supposed to say to that? You went running off before I could say anything. I
was standing out there by myself in the dark thinking that someone was in my house. Oh, and
potentially killing a man whom I barely know.”
Rubbing his eyes, he said, “I am sorry, Lola. You have to know that I was just trying to
be sure you were safe.”
“I appreciate the sentiment,” she stopped, and her features twisted into a look of disgust.
“What the hell is that smell?”
Ethan had forgotten about the smell, but with Lola’s reminder, its power re8doubled.
“That’s what I was trying to figure out when you came in. I think it’s coming from the closet.”
Lola flipped the light switch next to the closet door, and the light flooded through the
closet, which was much deeper than what Ethan had originally thought.
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“Jesus Christ! It smells like something died in here,” Lola said as she covered her mouth
with her hand.
Kicking the fallen shirts and hangers out of the way, Ethan went deeper into the closet,
the smell growing stronger and stronger. Several heavy winter jackets hung at the back of the
closet, casting shadows over a large swelling on the floor.
In the dim light, Ethan knelt over the lump, the smell making him light8headed. There on
the floor of the closet, lay a dead cat, it’s belly split open to reveal shining masses of entrails.
Next to it, lay a single gardenia dyed crimson from the pooling blood.
Chapter 13
“Mom? Don’t be mad, okay?”
Sara looked up at her daughter whose jacket bulged around a squirming mass. “What is
that, Lolita? That had better not be a cat.”
Sheepishly, Lola unzipped her jacket revealing a lovely calico cat with large gray eyes.
“I thought you could use some company during the day while I’m at work.”
“You know how I feel about animals, sweetie. I would love for us to have one, but with
the bad days, I’m afraid there may be times when I can’t watch after it.”
“Well, that’s why I got us a cat, Mom,” Lola’s eyes sparkled, “Cats don’t really need
much looking after, and really, he would be more my cat, and I would take care of him.”
“Who would have thought that a cat could reduce a twenty8five year old woman to a
seven year old little girl,” Sara laughed and shook her head. Looking into her daughter’s
expectant eyes, she felt a small twinge of pain. Lola had her own worries, her own problems.
Lola had decided to take the medication that she would never take.
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“It messes with my concentration,” she told the doctor when he had attempted to
prescribe the anti8depressant, “and I can’t just let my sewing fall behind.”
“Ms. McDowell, I don’t think you understand. Without this, your hallucinations will
continue. You’ll end up in the hospital again.”
She took the prescription from his gnarled fingers and placed it deep in her purse where it
stayed for years. After her first suicide attempt, Lola had found the prescription, the prescription
that matched her own, as she was searching for her mother’s driver’s license.
At the hospital Lola watched her mother hooked up to blinking and beeping machines, all
of them designed to help her live, to keep her heart beating after she had tried to silence it, and
she wanted to scream at her.
She had known that her mother was depressed; she retreated into her sewing room during
the bad times. Lola would carry food into her and beg her to eat something, but the trays went
untouched, the sandwiches hardening around the edges as they sat uneaten while her mother sat
in the corner, her eyes glassy, rocking slowly and whispering unintelligible words towards the
doorway.
Lola knew that her mother saw things—classic schizophrenia the doctors called it—but
Sara refused to tell her daughter exactly what she saw. As a result, Lola had learned to keep her
own visions a secret, afraid that by telling her mother about the men she saw, she would just be
causing more damage than good. The men with the bleeding eyes haunted both mother and
daughter; both of them unaware of the other’s individual fight against the men’s nightmare.
So when Lola brought home the cat—soon christened Holden due to its temperamental
manner—Sara found that she could not tell her daughter no, and so the cat stayed on and become
a permanent fixture of the house, bathing itself in a patch of Sunday morning sun, sleeping under
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the ever8present pile of laundry at the Lola’s bed, purring in contentment as Lola scratched him
under the chin, and during his moody phases, hissing in anger from under the couch or kitchen
table.
If the cat saw the men stalking through the house, their eyes dripping bloody tears down
pallid cheeks, he never gave any indication, but Sara eventually enjoyed having the cat with her.
He became a solid representation of reality in her nightmare world dominated by the screaming,
bleeding men.
In the end though, even the cat couldn’t save her from the visions, and she grew to hate it.
Lola came home from work one day to find her mother sitting in front of the pantry, a butcher
knife dangling from one hand as she stared at the door.
“They’re using the cat,” she said, keeping her eyes on the door, “they’re telling it scratch
out my eyes. That they need my eyes.”
“Who is, Mom? Who’s saying that?”
Sara stared at her daughter before shaking her head violently, “I can’t, Lolita. I can’t tell
you. If I tell you, they’ll want you, too.”
“Mom,” Lola hesitated, tempted as she often was to tell her mother about the men, but
she stopped herself, “There’s no one here. Let’s open up the closet and let Holden out, okay?”
Her mother gripped the knife tighter, “If you let that cat out, I swear to Christ I’ll kill it.”
Lola waited until deep in the night when her mother’s breathing had fallen into the easy
rhythm of unbroken sleep before sneaking into the kitchen to release Holden from his prison. He
eyed her warily as she fed him his kibble and whispered to him, “You have to understand,
Holden, it’s nothing against you. She’s just very sick is all, but when she isn’t, she loves you
very much.”
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The cat had only blinked at her, his large green eyes glowing in the dark before jumping
to the floor and slinking from the room.
After her mother’s death, the cat had become skittish, suddenly darting under the nearest
piece of furniture should a loud noise disturb the deathly quiet of the house. During the day, he
lingered around Lola’s heels, pushing himself against her legs as he begged to be picked up.
Lola found small comfort in the sudden attachment of the cat, and she allowed him to shadow
her as she moved throughout the house.
During the night, Lola often found him sitting in front of her closet a deep yowling
growing in his throat as he stared at the door. The first few nights she had thrown open the door
only to find the normal swirl of blouses, and skirts, and sweaters; however, lately she found
herself banishing the noise from her ears before pushing herself back towards sleep.
While Lola slept in her medicated dreamless state, the cat remained by the door baring
his teeth at what she couldn’t see. A woman in white stretched a hand towards Lola’s sleeping
form, the mouthless face making a gesture of longing, but the cat remained still, and Lola slept
on.
Chapter 14
“You doing a little better?”
Lola looked up towards the staircase where Ethan stood, “As well as can be expected
after finding your cat dead in a closet.”
“I searched all over the house and couldn’t find any indication of forced entry. Does
anyone have a spare key to your house?”
“Just my best friend, Channing, and she most certainly would not have done something
like this.”
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“Would she have given your key to someone, or maybe left it somewhere so that
someone else could have gotten it?” he said, crossing the room to sit in an overstuffed, paisley
armchair across from her.
“She keeps it locked in an office drawer in her house, and I don’t think that someone
would break into her place just to get my key,” she said as she pulled a blue blanket from the
large basket resting on the floor beside her.
“Still,” he said, jerking his chin towards her cell phone that rested on the coffee table, “I
would feel better if you would call and ask her.”
While she took up her cell phone, he watched her closely. Her skin was unnaturally pale
and stretched tightly across her cheekbones, the hollows under her eyes darkened from what he
assumed was lack of sleep. She had washed the traces of makeup from her face, and he found
himself dazzled by the simplicity of her beauty. Her hair hung down her back in loose red8gold
curls, and he had the sudden desire to brush it behind her ear.
“Well,” she said as she hung up the phone, “the key is still locked in Channing’s desk.
She checked while I was on the phone.”
He frowned. Nothing was making sense. Someone had been in the house, but he
couldn’t find any sign of entry. The door had been locked when he had entered, and every
window was locked as well. The only spare key still locked in a drawer halfway across town.
Pressing his fingers against his temples, he said, “I don’t know what to tell you, Lola. Nothing
adds up. I would have heard if someone had left the house. It was dead quiet in here, and I
didn’t hear anything. The only way someone could have gotten in this house is with a key, and if
the key never left that drawer…” he paused, “It just doesn’t make logical sense.”
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She picked at the material of the blanket that covered her legs, “I don’t think it was a
person that did this,” she murmured, her voice almost lost to him in its softness.
“What do you mean?”
“Precisely that. I don’t think a person did this.”
“You think an animal could have gotten in her and done it? I thought about that, too, but
what about the gardenia. An animal couldn’t have done that.”
“You’re not listening to me,” she said, “There are other things that are not people, not
anymore, that could have done this.”
“I don’t think I understand.”
Around Ethan and Lola the night grew darker, deep shadows filled the woods beyond the
house, and within the lamp glow from the house, Lola leaned toward Ethan, a man she had
decided she could trust, and said, “For the past two months, my mother has haunted me. I
haven’t actually seen her, but I’ve felt her, heard her, found things placed throughout the house
that only she would know the significance of, like gardenias,” Ethan sucked his breath in sharply
at this, but she continued, “But right now, I need to tell you about the men with the bleeding
eyes.”
Chapter 15
Ethan sat transfixed as Lola wove her story around him like a burial shroud, her voice
dipping deep into her chest while she built her world for him.
“At first, the men only came when I was sad or lonely. I always thought they could smell
the vulnerability on me, like I gave off some kind of stink that drew them to me. But then, they
started coming more often, and I saw them everywhere I went. Their eyes staring at me without
irises or pupils, their faces without mouths, their eyes pouring blood tears as they spoke to me.
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They told me they needed my blood, that if I gave it to them, they would take away any pain, any
sadness I had, and it worked for a little while, but then they followed me everywhere I went,
screaming for me with the voices of children.”
“The first time they came to you, did you listen?” he asked.
“Did I cut myself, you mean? Yes, I did. I was afraid then of going too deep, but they
wanted more and more, and eventually, I gave it to them just so they would stop screaming with
those horrible voices. The last time I saw them was right before I attempted,” she stopped,
fighting against the word that refused to come to her lips. She continued without saying it, “I
just wanted them to be quiet, to stop that terrible screaming. Jesus…” she paused for a moment,
and Ethan moved to sit beside her, placing his hand on her arm.
“You never told your mom about them?”
“No,” she said, “She knew I was depressed, of course, and she was the one who took me
to therapy after I attempted, but I never told her about them. Things were pretty bad for her by
the time I started seeing them, and I didn’t want to make things worse for her. ”
“Do you still see them?”
“Haven’t for a while. Doc has me pumped so full of medication that I don’t even dream
anymore. And I’ve done enough talking about my feelings to write a book. Sometimes, I think I
hear them, but when I turn around they aren’t there. I can still feel them though. They’re just
out of sight, waiting. And I know that eventually the medication won’t be enough. My body
will regulate, and they’ll be there.”
“You can’t think that they are the ones who did this. They aren’t real, Lola. They’re just
in your head. They can’t physically kill a cat.”
“I know that,” the frustration in her voice grew now, “I don’t think that they did it.”
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Ethan searched her dark eyes as realization struck him, “You can’t think that, Lola. You
can’t possibly think that she would do something like that.”
“What else am I supposed to think, Ethan?” she shot back. “I feel her here with me all of
the time. I’m hearing her voice. She didn’t leave this house when she died, and somehow, she’s
still here. I know this sounds incredibly fucked up, trust me, but I’m telling you that she’s here,
and she would have never actually hurt Holden, but…” her words trailed off as she choked back
angry tears.
Ethan ran his fingers through his hair in the hopes that the movement would somehow
clear his head. He wanted to believe her, to know that what she was saying was true, but ghosts
and men with bleeding eyes and dead cats? It was too much.
Tossing her hair out of her eyes, Lola continued, “Who are we to say what happens after
we die? My mother was a very sick woman when she died. She pretended to be fine, but I knew
better. Here eyes gave her away every time. They looked manic, panicky, like a caged animal.
Who am I to say that she couldn’t be here with me?”
“But killing cats, Lola?”
“I don’t know!” she exploded, “I don’t know what to think about all of this,” her voice
rose to a shout, “What am I supposed to think, Ethan? Why don’t you tell me since you have so
much experience?”
“Maybe I should go,” he said, standing from his place next to her, “Why don’t you try
and get some rest. It’s late.”
“Maybe you should,” she replied, her anger hardening around her.
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As he moved toward the door she followed him, their footsteps sounding through the
house. Just before they reached the door, he turned to her and said, “Please don’t be angry with
me. You have to understand that this is a hell of a lot to take in all at once.”
She nodded, refusing to meet his eyes. “I understand. I’m just tired is all.”
“If anything else happens tonight, I want you to call me okay?”
“Sure,” she said, but she didn’t mean it.
He lingered in the doorway. He wanted to hug her or to touch her arm. It had been so
easy to touch her while he sat next to her, but now the distance between them had become a vast
and prevented him from reaching for her.
“Well, goodnight,” he said as he opened the door.
“Goodnight, detective,” she said as she closed it behind him.
The finality in her voice bothered him, but as he walked down the stairs and into the yard
darkened with the shadows of midnight he stopped dead in his tracks.
Shit, he thought, I don’t have a car.
Turning back towards the door, he considered knocking, but her anger lingered in the air
like a perfume gone bad, and he pulled his cell phone from his pocket and began walking
towards the road.
Chapter 16
The close air of Robert Speedman Attorney at Law’s office was stifling. Lola sat at the
receptionist desk and stared at the clock as she counted the seconds that were quite literally
ticking her life away. The plain white walls closed upon her, and not even the plastic plants in
the faux bronze containers served to lift her spirits. There were no windows in the lobby where
her desk sat, and Lola often felt vampiric as she emerged every day into the afternoon sunlight.
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The phone had not rang all day, but Speedman refused to let her go home; his belief in
his abilities not matched by the demand for his services. His degree on the wall may as well have
been printed on toilet paper for all of the business he received. Lola didn’t like her job, but it
was a job after all, and she needed the money.
After last night’s events, she could no longer attempt to deny what was happening to her.
Thankfully, Ethan had been kind enough to dispose of the cat and had buried behind the house
under a large tree. She’d spent a majority of her work day working through all that had
happened, breaking each event into single moments the despite her most intense analysis yielded
no tangible answers.
Speedman emerged from his office, his face reddened by what she knew was an
afternoon nip from his poorly hidden flask of bourbon. “Well, I suppose you can go,” his voice
lingering on the syllables for a beat too long. Apparently, this afternoon he’d had more than a
few sips from the flask.
“Thank you sir,” she said as she grabbed her phone from her desk and threw her purse
over her shoulder. “Have a good afternoon,” she shouted over her shoulder as her heels clicked
against the floor, but as she opened the door, the silent phone began to ring, With a groan, she
turned to answer it.
“Speedman Attorney at Law, how may I help you?” she hoped the person calling could
hear the irritation in her voice and would hurry it up.
“Lola?”
“Who is this?”
“It’s Ethan Yancey.”
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Glancing towards Speedman’s office, she dropped her voice. It wouldn’t bode well with
Speedman if he caught her on personal calls at work.
“Couldn’t you have called my cell phone? I’m at work.”
“I’m sorry. I figured you wouldn’t answer. I need to talk to you.”
“I have an appointment with my therapist in an hour. I’m sort of busy.”
“It won’t take long. I’ll even come to you.”
“Listen, I’ll stay in the parking lot for the next fifteen minutes and that’s it,” she hadn’t
forgotten the disbelief in his face when she’d told him her theory.
“Don’t leave. There’s something I have to show you.”
Before she could reply, he had hung up, and she placed the phone back on its cradle.
What could he possibly have to show me?
“Who was that?” Speedman interrupted her thoughts.
“Just a telemarketer,” the lie sprung quickly to her lips, “I asked them to remove us from
their listings.
“Good girl,” he slurred before turning back into his office.
Fifteen minutes, she thought, that’s all you get.
When his black F8150 peeled into the parking lot exactly twelve minutes later, Lola did
her best to shake her irritation from her and got out of the car.
“Get in,” he instructed her without getting out of his car.
“Are you crazy? Did you forget everything that happened last night?”
“Just get in the car,” he repeated.
Hitching her skirt around her legs, she climbed into the car while saying, “What the hell
is going on? And make it quick. If I’m late to one more appointment, I have to pay a fee.”
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“Look at that,” he said and thrust his cell phone into her hands.
“What exactly am I looking for?” she said as she peered into the dark screen, which
reflected a blurred photo.
“Just there,” he pointed to the upper corner of the photo, and as Lola continued to stare
the structure of the picture slowly emerged. The photo was of her closet; one cat paw was barely
visible at the bottom; the gardenia slightly above it.
“Why would you take a picture of that” she said as she tossed the phone back to him in
disgust. “You’re sick, you know that? And I’m the one who sees things that aren’t there.”
She placed her hand on the door knob and prepared herself to leave the vehicle, but he
stopped her with his hand, “Lola, I swear to you, I had no idea that this picture was taken until
this morning. My phone fell out of my pocket last night when you came in and startled me. This
must have taken itself when the phone hit the floor.”
“So why are you showing me this to me?”
He pointed again to the phone, which he held towards her, “Look at the upper right
corner. Tell me what you see.”
In the darkness of the corner of the photo, a shadowy outline emerged. “Do you see it?”
he asked.
Looking up at him, she replied, “It’s a hand. A woman’s hand.”
“Yes, a hand that isn’t attached to anything. That came from seemingly nowhere. Lola,
you were right. There’s something in that house.”
She looked up at him sharply. He believes me. He has solid proof that I’m telling the
truth. She could have collapsed from sheer relief at the prospect of having someone believe her.
Channing, of course, had pretended to believe her, but when she went home at night, Channing
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merely pitied Lola and her ghosts and hoped that her therapist would find exactly the right
balance of medication to ward them off.
Ethan almost laughed aloud at how ludicrous he sounded. When he’d found the picture
that morning, he’d tried to dismiss it as a smudge on the camera lens, a shadow, anything other
than the clearly defined female hand the photo had captured. I don’t believe in ghosts he told
himself as he moved to delete it from his phone, but something stopped him, and he left the
phone in the top drawer of his desk. At three p.m., he’d decided to call Lola.
Tracing her finger along the glass, Lola searched for something to say, the words
remained buried, a numbed portion of her thoughts.
Ethan interrupted her reverie, “What time did you say your appointment was?”
“I didn’t say, but I should probably get going if I don’t want to be late,” she weighed her
next few words carefully, “Listen, I’m making dinner for a friend of mine tonight. I’d really like
for you to meet her, but if you’re busy, I totally understand,” she raced through the final words,
her embarrassment burning in her throat.
Idiot! Just because he showed you a picture and seems to believe you doesn’t mean he
wants to come over for dinner with someone he’s never met!
“I’d love to,” he said, a smile spreading over his face. She liked to see him smile, to
watch him fight against it before it broke open like the morning sun over land.
“Oh! Great! Let’s say 7:30?” Channing would arrive at 7:00. She would have plenty of
time to fill her in before his arrival.
“7:30 it is,” he said as she opened the car door and unlocked her own car.
As each of them drove away, both heading towards different destinations, there thoughts
mirrored one another.
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What am I doing here?
Neither of them had an answer.
Chapter 17
“He upped my dosage again,” Lola said as she plopped a cheese and olive platter down in
front of Channing.
“Jesus, Lola. How much more medication can you possibly take before you turn into a
pill8popping zombie? I know that things get bad when you aren’t taking anything, but don’t you
think this is a little overkill?”
“Anything that keeps me from seeing them, Channing, is a good thing.”
“I know, sweetie, but I’m just afraid that you aren’t going to enjoy your life if you’re
hopped up on pills all the time.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?”
“You’re young, you’re cute. You should be out meeting people, having a good time,
Lola. Take advantage of it while you can.”
“You mean before I become an old spinster.”
“That’s not what I mean,” Channing said as her face became serious, “I want you to live.
I don’t want you to sit around this house, living in a past you can’t change.”
In the hopes that Channing wouldn’t notice the tears forming, Lola busied herself around
the kitchen, throwing salad in a bowl, and checking her ziti.
“But enough of the sad stuff,” Channing said as she tucked a few stray blonde hairs
behind her ear, “Tell me about this guy.”
“I told you already. He’s just a friend.”
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“Just a friend? I’ve never even heard you mention the guy and all of a sudden, he’s
coming over for Italian night? Please tell me he’s a demon in the sack because otherwise, none
of this makes any sense.”
“You are quite possibly the crudest person I know, Channing Jacobs. Do try and reign
yourself in while in the presence of company, will you?”
“Devil made me do it. Seriously though, what does he look like? Do for a living? And
perhaps most importantly, what does he smell like?” Channing had sworn up and down since
Lola first met her that the most important thing about a man was his smell.
“Let’s see,” she pursed her lips. “He’s rather…male.”
“No shit, Sherlock. What does he look like though?”
“I’m serious! He’s just very masculine looking. He’s a detective. And he smells like a
fir tree.”
“A fir tree?”
“Yeah, kind of like Christmas.”
The doorbell interrupted their conversation, and Channing dissolved into giggles. “Can I
please call him Mr. Christmas?”
“Embarrass me tonight, and I’ll put something nasty in your portion of the ziti.” The
incredible lightness she felt surprised her. When everyone went home and left her alone in the
house, she would be, once more, alone with her mother’s ghost and the body of a cat buried in
the backyard, but for now, she practically danced through the house.
“For you,” he said when she opened the door as he extended a bottle of red wine towards
her. “Consider it a peace offering. After all, everyone feels more peaceful when they’re shit
house drunk.”
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“Peace offer accepted. Now come in and meet Channing. I have to warn you though.
She’s going to do everything in her power to embarrass me, so do me a favor and don’t
encourage her.”
“Of course I will!” he exclaimed as she led him back towards the kitchen.
In the daylight, the house lost much of the ghostly feel it had held for him the night
before. The light from the many windows lent it a cheery atmosphere, and as she led him
through the living room he’d sat in just the night before, he relaxed. Pulling into the driveway of
the house had transported him to the anxiety and anger he’d felt the night before, but now, in the
filtered, afternoon sunlight, a calm settled over him, and he watched Lola’s hips swaying beneath
her blue jeans as she led the way. She’d changed since he’d seen her last. Corporate America
dropping away from her, shed like a second skin, she wore a light pink cashmere sweater over
the jeans. He thought he remembered reading somewhere that red heads should never wear pink,
but somehow, the pink only served to bring out the glossy tones of gold in her hair and highlight
the rosiness of her skin that was normally lost under her pallor.
As they entered the kitchen, Channing rose and threw her arms around a surprised Ethan.
“Handshakes don’t work with me, detective, so learn to love the hug,” she said, winking
at Lola.
“And the woman currently attached to you is my very best friend, Channing. Friendly,
isn’t she?” Lola said.
“Nice to meet you,” he said as she pulled away.
“Is that fir I smell?” Channing asked.
“I’m sorry?”
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“Oh, it’s nothing. Well, come on in and sit down,” she said motioning him towards a
chair and pointedly ignoring Lola’s glares.
Around the small dining table, the three finished the meal that Lola had prepared. The
dishes were cleared and another round of wine was poured while Channing continued to drop
thinly veiled comments regarding the relationship between Lola and Ethan.
Despite her best efforts to drag something scandalous out of him, Ethan kept his cool
throughout Channing’s onslaught while Lola did her best to not crawl under the table out of
sheer embarrassment.
This was a terrible, terrible idea, she thought, I barely know him. Why would I ever think
he was ready to meet Channing?
Even though Lola landed some well placed kicks under the table, Channing continued her
line of questions, “So, Ethan? Don’t you think our girl Lola looks marvelous tonight?”
“She always does,” he replied hoping he wasn’t embarrassing Lola. He had anticipated
some questions and some comments, but he hadn’t expected Channing to be so aggressively
direct.
“Well isn’t that sweet of you to say!” she swirled her wine before taking a sip, “Now, if I
could ask you one more question.”
“Ask away.”
“What do you think of her in the morning? You know, bed head and all?” she grinned
wickedly while Lola choked on her own mouthful of wine.
“I can’t say I’ve ever had the pleasure, Ms. Jacobs,” he answered smoothly.
“Nice save, detective,” she turned to Lola who was still sputtering, “Well, Lola, I can’t
find anything wrong with him. Seems like a keeper,” she pushed her chair back from the table
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and yawned dramatically. “I think though that I need to get myself home before I turn into a
pumpkin.”
“It’s only 8:30, Channing. You’ve never left this early before,” Lola said.
“Maybe you didn’t hear me,” she said, drawing out each word, “I’m going home.”
Rising, Ethan said, “I should be getting on to. Early start tomorrow,” but Channing
waved him back down.
“No, no, you stay. You young folks sit up and talk and let the old folks get some rest.”
Before Lola could protest further, Channing had slipped out the front door calling her
goodbyes behind her, and Lola and Ethan were left staring across the table at one another.
“So,” she said pushing her wine glass across the tablecloth she’d placed over the table in
the hopes it would dress up the kitchen, “If you need to go…”
“Well, if you had something you needed to take car of…”
Once again they sat in the house as the moon rose in the yard, its magic falling over the
house in fragmented silver as they danced around a question that neither was ready to answer.
The question that one body asks another silently; skin speaking to skin as the moonlights ignites
the flesh.
And they looked at one another expectantly, half hoping the other would say what they
could not bring themselves to say aloud. Lola could not bring herself to utter the word “Stay,”
and he could not bear the thought of asking if he could, or perhaps more boldly, suggesting that
he would.
So they waited in the growing moonlight for the moment in which the other would say
the thing they both wanted. Both fearing the moment, both thinking too soon, too soon, too
much damage done.
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“Ethan?” she said.
“Yes?
“Stay.”
Chapter 19
They left the dishes stacked on the table; only the bottle of wine—their second—left the
dinner table as Lola led Ethan through the house detailing her small history as she walked ahead
of him. She told him about the coffee table that her grandmother had left to her mother after she
died that had a secret compartment. “When I was a little girl, I wondered what my grandmother,
the most neurotically conservative woman alive, could have possibly hidden in that
compartment.”
She told him about the storage cupboard under the stairs where she had sequestered
herself as a child. “For a long time, I thought it was a doorway to anther world, and that if I
looked hard enough, I would find the opening.”
He tried to picture her as a little girl, her elfin face serious; her eyes too large for her
small face; her thin body encompassed by her hair as she curled herself into the small cupboard
to search for an unseen portal to another world.
When they had settled themselves back in the living room, her on the couch once again
and he on the other end, the bottle of wine resting on the coffee table between them, he asked,
“Do you ever feel like you were never that young? That your childhood is nothing more than
some mythical existence?”
She thought for a moment, “Sometimes. Of course, your childhood is much further
behind you than mine is,” she teased.
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“I’m serious. There are moments when I look back on it, and its almost like looking at
myself through a filter. Like my fourteenth birthday. All I wanted was a go8cart. My dad swore
up and down for months that there was no way in hell that he was buying that death trap for me.
When I woke that morning, I was so disappointed because I knew that he wouldn’t have gotten it
for me, but he did. He’d put it in the front yard and my mom had put a huge bow on the top of
it,” he squinted as he tried to pull the memory up from the shadows of his childhood, “But when
I think about that day, I don’t remember anything. Just the image of the go8cart with the bow,
and my Dad standing there, smiling at me.”
“Everyone forgets stuff like that though. You were a kid. You can’t remember
everything.”
“I guess so. I just wish I could remember more from before my sister died,” he took in
the room around him, wondering how much of her own childhood she had possibly blocked out.
Had she ever stared at the cut glass bowl on the table next to the window? Had she passed her
fingers through the rainbows of refracted light it cast about the room?
He turned back towards her, the gold of a cross she wore around her neck glinting in the
lamp she had snapped on in the hopes of driving out the darkness.
“Pretty,” he said, reaching out to finger the intricate filigree work of the necklace. Gold
and silver wove in and out in a delicate roping pattern, the cross itself heavy in his hand, yet it
had obviously been wrought with delicacy in mind.
“My mom gave it to me when I graduated high school,” she met his eyes, the deep brown
reminded her of the color of the dried sage her grandmother hung in her kitchen. She had sworn
the smell kept the bugs out, and whenever Lola smelled sage, she thought of her grandmother, a
woman haunted by her Christ, her convictions. A woman who had damaged her only daughter
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without knowing, but Lola wouldn’t come to understand that until she herself became a woman,
and her grandmother had long passed.
His fingers lingered on her throat, and under the paper thin skin, he could feel her heart
beating, the breath rising and falling in her chest. Hesitating for breath, two breaths, he allowed
his fingers to trace over her collarbone, which jutted from her chest in two diagonal planes
moving outward towards her shoulders. When he felt her breath catch in her chest he slowed his
movement, pausing in the hollow of her throat where the cross lay.
Should I let him do this? she thought, but as quickly as the thought came, it vanished
with the next sweeping movement of his hand, which crossed across the base of her neck before
coming to rest on her shoulder. A sudden intense desire to stay inside this moment, to freeze
time and cocoon herself inside the feeling of his touch swept through her, leaving a dull ache of
longing.
Leaning into him, she closed her eyes against his touch, and with her movement, he
withdrew his hand.
“I’m so sorry,” he breathed, guilt and shame flushing through him. She’s been through
way too much to do this now. He reprimanded himself, but his blood roared through his ears,
repeating over and over in rhythm “Liar, liar, liar.” Of course you want this, but now isn’t the
time.
“Don’t be sorry.”
“Lola, you’re in a really vulnerable place right now. I can’t take advantage of that.”
“I’m a big girl, Ethan,” she pouted. Whether or not she was simply using him was
something she could worry about later. If he was nothing more than someone who could provide
a few moments of happiness, she was willing to take the risk.
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I’ve never felt this before. The circumstances aren’t great, but when does life ever
cooperate?
She pulled his hand back to the nape of her neck and leaned her forehead into his. Her
breath broke over his face in warm gusts, the fruit of the wine flavoring her words, “I’m not
saying it’s right, and I’m not saying that the timing is great, but something about this feels good.
And right now, that’s what I want.”
When he kissed her, she tasted of blackberries, of cherries, of ocean salt, and she moved
against him savagely, with a power he hadn’t expected of her. This was nothing like the chaste,
sweet first kisses he’d shared with other women. Women he’d walked to their doors, their lips
pursed against his before he drove home, the flavor of their lip balm still on his tongue.
Her hair fell about him as he pushed his mouth against her throat, the flesh there pliant
against him, her body moving into his slowly despite the desperation of her mouth, and he
gloried in the closeness.
To Lola, he tasted of autumn and woodsmoke. Her fingers grazed his jawline, tracing the
squared bones there before lacing into his hair as she pulled him closer to her. She wondered if it
was possible to become lost in such a moment.
Opening her eyes for just a moment, she caught the intensity in his face, and she
dissolved once more into the moment.
When she broke away from him, she stood abruptly, determined to not think about the
consequences of her thoughts, “Do you want to come upstairs?”
Ethan didn’t think either, “Yes.”
And upstairs in the bedroom, the thing in the closet waited.
Chapter 20
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As they moved against the soft cotton quilt of her bed, Lola felt as if she had come loose
from her skin and that she was floating in a pool of water, the pull lifting and setting her down
with incredible gentleness.
He had undressed her piece by piece with a slowness the created a mounting ache in her
belly; each bit of skin a new part of her to discover with slow moving hands and lips. He was
reminded of the night he’d lost his virginity as nervousness threatened to overwhelm him, but the
smile on her lips as she watched him remove her clothing reassured him, and he quickly lost
himself in her.
She’d lain her head on his chest and listened to the thudding of his heart, his chest rising
and falling under her cheek, and she watched his arm muscles shifting under his skin as he trailed
his hand down her spine.
As he moved his mouth over the deep scars on her wrists, the reminders of her sickness,
his brown curls fell across her arm, and she giggled at the delicate tickling of his hair.
With the sheet falling over her hips, she turned her back to him, the curve of her abdomen
dipping towards her lower back, and she shivered against him as he pressed himself to her, his
mouth against her hair, the nape of her neck. She arched her back as she pushed herself
backward into him; her breath coming faster now. “Please,” she said as he clutched her to him.
Then they were moving as one body, her small cries lifting upward like some offering as
he ran his fingers through her hair. He whispered to her as they moved, unintelligible words that
somehow she understood.
When the moment came, she tasted blood and earth, the legs in her muscles tensed
against his body as he pushed against her while all around him the room faded in and out of his
view.
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For a long while after, they lay curled against one another, his arm draped across her
belly, his hand lightly cupping one of her breasts, and Lola let herself close her eyes.

Chapter 21
Ethan woke sometime in the night with a start. He’d been dreaming of his sister, was
swimming to him across a river, and he’d felt panicky because he couldn’t see her face, just the
top of her head as she swam towards him. He was wishing she would hurry up because they
weren’t allowed to be here, but she just laughed at his pleas to swim faster. The river started
running faster and faster, and he could no longer see her, but he couldn’t bring himself to jump
into the racing water, was afraid of what lay beneath the surface, was frightened of the thing that
had claimed his sister.
New moon, he thought as he glanced towards the window, which emitted no light. He
hadn’t meant to fall asleep here and wondered if Lola would find it inappropriate that he had. He
lay there for a moment and wondered if he should go now, dress and slip out quietly before the
morning. Granted, he did not regret their evening together, but he wasn’t sure how Lola would
feel.
Moving slowly, he began the slow process of extracting his body from the sheets. First, a
foot on the floor, then the second foot as he pressed his arms against the mattress so that she
wouldn’t detect the shifting of his weight. Finally he stood, tested the floor boards in front of him
to be sure they would not squeak when he began to move. He found his pants and shirt next to
the bed and slipped them on.
Where are my shoes? He squinted against the darkness of the room, took in the shabby
arm chair, the vintage prints of classic literature and black and white photographs dotting her
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walls, Lola’s dresser with its glass bottles and frames. Usually women’s bedrooms didn’t
impress him, but something about her bedroom revealed her quiet studiousness, the serious
nature of her personality. Turning to face the bed, he looked for her sleeping form, wanted to
touch her before he left.
He blinked once, then twice as he took in the empty bed. Lola was gone. He didn’t know
why his breath should suddenly catch in his chest, why the air around him suddenly felt clammy
against his skin.
“Lola?” he called, but the house was silent.
Maybe she went to the bathroom he thought, but there was no light coming in from the
hallway. He shivered and called her name again.
If he had not held his breath, he would not have heard thewhispering. “Lola? Is that
you?”
Taking a few steps towards the door, he held his breath again, tried to pinpoint the
location of the whispering, but just as he caught the slight noise again, it stopped.
The wood floor was rough against his feet, but he shuffled further towards the door
without lifting his feet so that he could better hear whatever it was that was whispering.
He passed the closet door and then paused. Wasn’t the door closed when we come in? he
thought as he peered into the blackness. The smell of the cat hadn’t quite dissipated yet.
The hair on the back of his neck was prickling, and he wanted nothing more than to run,
run out of the house and keep running until it was light out, and he was safe. It was the same
feeling he’d had the day his mother came to him, her eyes dull and voice flat, to tell him about
his sister, the same feeling he’d had in his dream as he watched his sister’s halo of blonde hair
disappear under the roiling water.
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Only, he was here, and so was Lola, and he felt the need to find her, wherever she was,
and keep her safe from this whispering thing.
The closet door yawned opened, threatened to swallow him, but he entered with his hands
thrust in front of him. After a few halting steps, the whispering started again, coming from the
back of the closet.
“Lola?” he hissed into the darkness, unwilling to go into its depths for the second time.
Not after what he’d seen with the cat.
Running his hands over both walls, he felt for the light switch.
“No light,” the whispered voice said, and he paused. “No light,” the whisper dropped to a
growl.
With a final sweep, Ethan found the light switch and flipped it on, blinking against the
sudden brightness.
Huddled in the back of the closet, Lola howled as if she was burning and turned to face
Ethan. There was blood dripping from her nose, but she smiled at Ethan.
“Turn the light off please, Ethan.”
“What the fuck are you doing back here Lola? Who are talking to? You’re bleeding for
Christ’s sake.”
“Ethan, please turn the light off.”
“Come on out of here, Lola. We’ll get you all cleaned up and talk about it, okay? Just
come on out.”
She turned her back to him, resumed her whispering.
“Goddammit, Lola!” he said and strode to her, grasped her shoulder.
The minute he touched her, Lola shrieked, raked her nails down his arm.
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“Don’t touch me!” she screamed. “Can’t you see that it’s trying to grow? If you don’t let
it grow, they’ll come and take it away! Can’t you see?”
He pulled her to her feet, dragged her from the closet while she continued to scream and
flail against him. Getting her out of that closet, that room was all he could think of, and as they
tumbled through the door, his arms wrapped around her, the door slammed shut behind them.
Then Lola was crying against him, her tears soaking through his shirt as she repeated
over and over, “Fuck you, Ethan. Fuck you.”

Chapter 22
“What happened?” Lola said. Ethan had placed her in the big, claw8footed tub of the
guest bathroom and covered her with cool water. Now he was using his hand to scoop up the
water before dribbling it over her head. She liked the way the water felt trickling down her back,
loved the feel of her hair against her back.
“I found you in the closet.”
“The closet?” Lola closed her eyes, tried to remember leaving the bed, but she couldn’t.
Her head ached, and she brought her fingers to her temples, squeezed against the pressure there.
“Take these,” Ethan said and handed her some aspirin and a glass of water.
“Thanks,” she said. Her mouth felt like the Sahara, and she gulped mouthful after
mouthful of the water until it was gone. Wiping her mouth, she handed the glass back to him.
“You gave me quite a scare.” Ethan hoped she would hear the lightness he’d forced into
his voice. He’d been scared shitless.
“What was I doing in the closet?”
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“I don’t really know. You were whispering something when I found you. Then you
freaked out and scratched me a couple of times,” he held his arms out to her, the angry welts
she’d left had faded to pink, but they were still visible.
“Jesus Christ, Ethan. I’m so, so sorry.”
“No harm done.”
“Bullshit.”
In the water with her hair plastered to her face, she looked even smaller, more childlike,
as if the droplets clinging to her skin had somehow shrunk her down like the princess in some
grotesque fairy tale.
“Thank you,” she paused, bit her lower lip. “Listen, if this is too much for you, I totally
understand, you know? The last thing I want is for you to get caught up in all of this.”
He studied her. She’d lowered her head, let it rest on her knees as she looked up at him.
She was right. He could take the offering she’d made him, could run as fast as he could away
from her and this house with its ghosts. He could spend the next few months getting drunk so
that he might forget their time together; forget the smell of her hair, her skin.
It wasn’t that he couldn’t handle it. Shit, he’d seen his own share of the darkness found in
the world, but looking at her sitting in the tub, so small, so fragile, so broken, he didn’t want to
be the one who finally shattered her. Even if he didn’t mean to hurt her, even if what they’d
found turned towards something greater than either of them, it was too much for now.
“I think it might be best to give it some time” he said, and she looked up at him as he
stared at the floor. She’d known he would say it, and she was glad. For the first time in a long
time, she’d let herself feel something towards a man, but she couldn’t give herself to him. Not
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completely, and because of that, it would be better to cut him out now before the threads that
were starting to bind them to one another tightened.
“I can’t ask you to be my savior. It wouldn’t be fair,” she exhaled a ragged breath, sank
further into the water before she continued. “Can I ask you one thing?”
“Sure.”
“What was I saying? You know, when you found me?”
“I couldn’t make most of it out, you were so quiet. When I turned on the closet light, you
lost your mind, started screaming and scratching at me. You told me that something was growing
in there. Then you passed out.”
Had she really done all of those things? She squeezed her eyes shut and tried to
remember, tried to retrace the steps before Ethan had placed her in the bathtub, but there was
nothing to remember.
“I’m really sorry,” she said and began to pull herself out of the bath. She was woozy but
stood anyway, reached for a towel to cover herself before she remembered that he’d seen her
naked anyway. Seeing her naked now didn’t matter, and she quickly dried her body, ran the
towel through her hair.
“If you want me to stay tonight, I will,” he said. He was still seated in front of her and as
she rose, he kept his eyes trained on the floor. His modesty was unnecessary, but she appreciated
the gesture.
“No. It’s okay. I’ll be fine,” she said, but she wasn’t sure if she really would be fine. She
would call Dr. Bryant in the morning, make an appointment. He would probably up her dosage
again, and she wondered how much more he could increase the strength of her medication before
she went comatose. Insensitive prick.
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He stood slowly as if his bones were made of glass and would shatter if he moved too
quickly, stretched his shoulders. Again she marveled at the graceful strength of his torso,
remembered the pressure of his fingers against her ribcage as he’d lifted her to him.
She couldn’t think like that. Not while he stood in front of her, ready to leave without
looking back. It would make her weak to think of him like that right now, make her ask him to
stay when she should just let him go.
“Listen, Lola,” he paused, opened his mouth, closed it again.
“Spit it out, Yancey.”
He grinned at her use of his last name, the tough, football coach demeanor was touching
coming from the delicate structure of skin and bone sitting in front of him.
“I want you to call someone if anything else happens.”
Lola appreciated that he’d not said to call him, but someone. Somewhere in his mind, he
understood that it would have been a misstep to ask her to call him. She was a big girl, could
handle whatever it was that was happening herself. Hadn’t she been handling it her entire life?
“Sure. I’ll walk you out,” she said and wrapped the towel around herself.
They walked together through the house, the dark shadows of night fading against the
gray morning. Ethan felt better knowing that he wasn’t leaving her alone in the dark, appeased
his worry for her with the knowledge that she would call her doctor that morning. He hoped she
would call Channing, maybe ask to stay with her for a while. In the darker recesses of his mind,
he wanted to take a can of kerosene and a match to the house, burn the fucker to the ground.
She had to stand on the tips of her toes to reach his cheek with her mouth, and he closed
his eyes against the feather light touch of her mouth. Her breath had a slightly metallic smell as if
she’d been sucking on a paper clip.
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“Take care of yourself,” she said as he walked down the stairs, the front porch creaking
under his weight.
She watched as he climbed into his Ram, the engine giving a little choke as it turned
over, his headlights washing over her, turning her almost opaque as he turned around in the
driveway.
Clutching the towel around her, she lifted her hand in farewell as the truck bounced down
the gravel driveway and out of sight.
She didn’t go back in the house, sat on the porch swing until the sun struck the front
window panes and flooded the house with light. Only then did she re8enter the house to find the
telephone.
Chapter 22
Lola brought her car to a stop in front of Dr. Bryant’s office. The building, which had
once been a train depot during the Civil War, had been renovated into a hip and trendy office
space with exposed brick, original hardwood floors, and exposed rafters meant to create a sense
of airy lightness.
Surrounded by manicured azaleas and lush, chemically8treated grass, the building looked
out of place amongst the overgrown sprawl of kudzu that threatened to consume it. Tendrils of
the choking vine crept towards the outskirts of the lawn, and for a moment, Lola had the idea that
the building belonged to the wildness surrounded it. That the kudzu was reminding the building
that eventually the vines would take back was rightfully theirs. The thought made her shiver.
She parked her car in front of a sprawling magnolia, one of the only large trees leftover
from the revamp, and leaned her head against the steering wheel. Facing Dr. Bryant meant telling
him about what had happened, telling him that she wasn’t only seeing and hearing things, but
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blacking out. No matter how hard she tried, she couldn’t bring back the time she’d spent in the
closet, couldn’t remember anything past waking up in the bathtub with Ethan standing over her,
his eyes reflecting a mixture of terror and concern.
The waiting room was quiet, still smelled faintly of paint and wood and carpet, and Lola
settled into one of the many beige chairs. She assumed the room had been designed to calm and
subdue. The walls were a creamy yellow with framed sepia8toned photos of open fields spaced
perfectly apart, hung perfectly level. A dog romped through one photo, and in other a little boy
stared at the camera, an idiotic grin plastered across his face, a sunflower stuck in his grubby,
little hand. Music piped through invisible speakers. An instrumental version of “My Heart Will
Go On” from Titanic. Lola tried to remember hearing any other song playing while she was
waiting. They must play the damned thing on loop.
Lola fidgeted. She hated being in this room, waiting to be called back so that Dr. Bryant
could listen to her with that bored expression, nodding while he doodled on the pad in front of
him before he sighed, wrote her another prescription. She wanted to upend the chairs, rip the
pictures off the wall, take a big bite out of the picture of the little boy, scream until her throat was
raw.
From across the room the receptionist smiled at her, tucked a strand of perfectly curled
blonde hair behind her ear, and Lola had a sudden intense desire to grasp her by the throat and
rip every strand out of her head one by one. The thought made her smile.
She could be across the room in three seconds, could walk up to the receptionist’s desk
calmly. The girl wouldn’t know what was happening until Lola was one her. Maybe she would
put her teeth against her throat, taste the sickly sweet smell of her perfume with her tongue
before wrapping her fingers through the girl’s hair. She wondered if her blood would be pink
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instead of red, the same bubblegum color of her fingernails, like an overgrown Barbie doll
bleeding out onto the beige carpet.
From under her eyelashes, Lola watched the girl flip through the pages of her magazine.
A sudden pain shot through her jaw and at the same time, a low snarl fought its way out of her
chest. The sound startled her out of her reverie, and she brought her hand to the cool trickle of
fluid seeping down her jaw line. She swiped her hand across the face, wiped the drool against her
jeans, suddenly ashamed, horrified at the things she’d been thinking.
When had she morphed into some psychopath? Before long, she’d be pulling the wings
off of flies and drowning rats in bleach like some mentally disturbed teenager whose daddy
touched her in her secret place. She was certainly pale enough to look the part of the mentally
deranged woman, but gobs of black eyeliner wouldn’t be a good look on her.
Forcing herself to breathe deeply, Lola rubbed her temples and tried to think of
something else, anything else other than the blood coursing just under the receptionist’s tanned
skin.
It was sleep that she needed. If she were well8rested, she wouldn’t be feeling this way,
having these thoughts. The back of her throat felt scratchy as if she had swallowed mouthfuls of
sand.
“Lola?” the soft hush of Dr. Bryant’s voice surprised her, and she stood, gathered her
purse and followed him his lead through the door that led from the waiting room to the offices.
There were three other doctors who practiced in the same building, but Dr. Bryant was
the only one covered by her meager insurance policy, and his was the only psychiatry office in
Windham, and while Lola wished she had more choice in her doctor selection, Dr. Bryant had
managed to help her, however menial his help may have been.
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Dr. Bryant was a whisper of a man. He was tall, but so thin that it was almost possible to
wonder if he was on the precipice of some terminal illness. His blond hair had only just begun to
fade into white, but the slight moustache above his upper lip had already lightened. Lola had
spent the better part of their first few appointments staring at the spot just above his upper lip,
trying to determine if the silvered sheen she saw there was just another product of her
imagination or was indeed a small amount of bleached hair.
Closing the door of his office behind her, Dr. Bryant gestured to the stiff leather seats in
front of his desk. “Have a seat,” he said as he went around the desk and sank into his own chair.
He’d obviously paid an interior designer to make the room look homey, comfortable, a place
where a person would feel safe telling a relative stranger every secret thought. The room
abounded with earth tones and hints of nature, but underneath all of it, the room still felt clinical
and harsh.
In front of him he’d laid out her file. It surprised her to see how little of it there was. Over
ten years of her life was here laid out on this table in scribbled notes on fewer than twenty sheets
of paper. Lola was fairly certain she caught a glimpse of a series of doodles that looked rather
like mutated rabbits across the bottom of one page, but before she could get a better look, Dr.
Bryant scooped them up and swept them into a folder.
“To what do I owe the pleasure, Ms. McDowell?” he smiled at her, his pen poised over
his notebook. She wondered how long it would take before he started doodling his moronic
rabbits. It was no pleasure seeing her; she knew that, and it was ludicrous of him to suggest that
it was. For just once, she wished he would drop the bullshit act of being friendly and be direct
with her.
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How exactly did one tell a doctor, a man of science and empirical data, that she thought
she was being haunted? And by her own mother, no less? He would probably write her an even
stronger prescription for whatever sedative was in vogue at the moment and send her on her way.
Yet another schizophrenic patient anesthetized against the manifestations of her own mind.
Another job well done.
“I woke up in the bath tub last night with no memory of anything that had happened after
I fell asleep.”
“Uh8huh,” Dr. Bryant made a small mark in his notebook. “You have no recollection of
how you came to be in the bathtub?”
Heat crept up the sides of Lola’s neck, worked its way along her jawline. “No, I know
how I got in the bathtub.”
Dr. Bryant looked at her, waited for her to explain, but she held his gaze, hoped he would
understand her unwillingness to share the most intimate details of her life without her having to
spell it out for him.
“Was someone there who placed you in the bathtub?”
She ground her teeth together and resisted the urge to leap across the desk and force feed
him his notepad. “Yes, someone was there with me.”
Nodding, he asked, “Was that person able to tell you anything about the time period you
lost? Anything you said or did?”
“Apparently, I was in the closet.” The minute she said it, Lola realized how ridiculous it
sounded. She’d been in the closet whispering about something growing. If she’d been on the
other side of the desk, she would have thought she was dealing with a demented gardener.
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Dr. Bryant nodded again, a clear indication for her to go on. “I was saying something
about leaving the light off, about letting something grow. When the light came on, I went
berserk.”
“That’s when you woke up?”
Lola sighed. This was just one of her many frustrations with Dr. York. “No, I woke up in
the bathtub as I told you.”
“So this person carried you to the bathtub after finding you in the closet?”
“Yes. Well that is after I scratched the shit out of him and lapsed back into sleep.”
She smiled at him as he shifted in his chair. It made him uncomfortable to hear her curse,
and every now and again, she’d let one fly just to keep things interesting. It was juvenile, of
course, for her to do these things, but she found herself giving into her urges more and more
frequently as of late. Hell, look at her relationship with Ethan. A year ago, she hadn’t even
accepted when Nathan Bowling had asked her to dinner, and here she was now jumping into bed
with a man she barely knew.
“Have your dreams changed lately, become more vivid at all?” he folded his hands and
leaned towards her, his gray eyes dark and serious.
The question threw her. Dr. Bryant hadn’t made it a habit of asking questions about her
dreams. He was pragmatic, liked to discuss the non8reality of her hallucinations and offer
divertive cognitive behavioral tactics combined with a cocktail of medication designed to keep
her passive and prevent her from taking a razor blade to her wrist for the second time.
“Not that I’ve noticed.”
“And your hallucinations? Have they been manifesting again?”
“No, I haven’t seen the men in quite some time.”
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“That’s not what I asked.”
“Excuse me?” The severity of his tone stunned her. It wasn’t his custom to speak to her
like a school girl who’d just been caught doing something unorthodox.
He stood, stretched as he turned to face the window. Outside, Lola could make out the
outlines of gray clouds. A summer storm approaching. Suddenly, Lola wanted nothing more than
to go home and wait for the rain. Maybe she would go out into it, lie down in the grass.
She shook her head and re8focused on Dr. Bryant who was still talking. When had she
gotten so easily distracted?
“I’m sorry,” she stammered. “I didn’t catch that last part.”
“Sometimes, hallucinations can begin to morph and change. What someone has come to
understand as a sickness can abruptly shift into something else. In the case of schizophrenic
hallucinations, the patient cannot differentiate between what is real and what is perceived. As
you know, the manifestations of the hallucination will stay with the patient long after the episode
has ended. You remember the sounds, the way things looked during the hallucinatory period.”
“Doc, I know all of this already,” Lola interrupted, “I don’t need a biology lesson on how
fucked up hallucinations are.”
“Of course not, I apologize. My point is that sometimes, imprints of the hallucination
may appear in dreams. Sometimes dreams will become more vivid, and the patient will begin to
assume that what they are seeing in waking life is nothing more than the remnant of a dream.
Have you noticed any repeated images or patterns in your dreams lately?”
Lola shook her head. Leaning back into the chair, she closed her eyes. She was tired, and
his questions weren’t making any sense. Wouldn’t she have noticed if she was hallucinating
again; wouldn’t the men have come to her by now? And what about the gardenia, the sound of

90
her mother’s voice, the hand in the picture? Surely these things weren’t simply products of the
darker parts of her mind. What she needed was a psychic or a medium who could tell her what
the hell was going on, not more analysis by her partially invested but wonderfully paid therapist.
“Look Dr. Bryant, all I know is that I haven’t seen the men since I last spoke with you,
and even then, I didn’t see them, just heard them. And after that you prescribed me enough
tranquilizers to put an elephant in a permanently comatose state, so I really don’t see what
bearing my dreams have on the fact that I woke up screaming in a closet. Couldn’t I just have
been having a nightmare?” Even as she said the words she knew that she was lying to herself. It
had been more than a nightmare, but there was nothing there in the shadowy realms of her
memory to help her understand what had happened to her.

Prologue
Ruth McDowell didn’t want her baby to come that night, not under a moon like
that, but she knew by the pains tearing across the lower part of her abdomen, the needling
right above the most private parts of her, that soon the child would squeeze out of her and
grow into the sin that dominated every breathing creature’s heart. From the floral
patterned chair that Thomas had bought for her at the Goodwill, she timed her
contractions and watched the moon rise. It was late October, and the moon sat low in the
sky, looked like a grotesque crimson bloom in the sky. For a moment the sight of the
moon frightened Ruth in the way that the dark or the threat of the boogey man will
frighten children, but she was being silly of course, and poured herself a glass of water,
drank it down in two long, messy gulps.
She walked outside to the porch for some fresh air, her long denim skirts slapping
against her bare feet, in the hopes that the slight October chill would somehow calm her,
smack her back into her senses a little, but outside, the fear that was building in her
sharpened at the sight of that terrible moon, and she had to pause for a moment, grasp at
the splintered railing of the porch to keep herself from falling to her knees.
A blood moon her mother had called moons like this and shaking her finger at
Ruth had said, “They used to call it a hunter’s moon, Ruthie, but I know better. Blood on
the moon means blood spilt back into the earth. Things with claws and teeth waiting in
those shadows to gobble you up into tiny little bits. All that’d be left of you is the bow on
your pretty little head!” Then she’d toss her head back and cackle, the sour smell of her
moonshine seeping into the air.

Ruth had dismissed the term as the ramblings of an old superstitious woman and
gone back to her Bible verses, determined as always that, while the soul of her mother
and brothers and sisters might be damned, her own flesh wouldn’t mingle with the flesh
of the vile and the perverse when God let fly his wrath during the final judgment. She
would stand as a pillar—a beacon even—of light against the darkness. She would follow
God’s law, would not drain stolen bottles of moonshine like her mother did until she
started giggling and lifting her skirts in some obscene dance; would not open her legs, as
her sister did, for the first thing with a pecker to come along; would not have whispers
spread around about herself, as they had about her brothers, who the town believed had
taken part in the beating and murder of a young boy whose body was later found tossed
in a muddy ditch like her brothers had been.
But now, as she looked into the great face of the blood moon, she shivered and
remembered her mother’s words. “Blood moon means the devil’s out, walking around,
looking to grab hold of little girl’s skirts who’ve wandered home too late. Mind he don’t
catch you, girl. Nothing the devil likes more than a juicy piece of girl flesh like you.”
Another contraction took hold, and she gripped the porch railing harder, the
splinters digging into her hands as a high pitched growl started in the back of her throat
and wormed its way out from between her clenched teeth.
Her blonde hair was dark with sweat and hung heavy down her back. She
normally wore her hair plaited and coiled atop her head, but the pins had hurt her tonight,
and she had taken it down.

Thomas wouldn’t approve of her wearing her hair loose, would call it vain, but he
wasn’t here any more, and she could certainly do as she pleased. She couldn’t think of a
reason that the Lord would condemn her for letting her hair swing loose.
Her face was pale, her lips even paler, and there were dark bruises around her
eyes from lack of sleep. She knew that she should sleep—for the baby’s sake—but it had
only been two months since the night Thomas had fallen asleep behind the wheel, only
two months since she learned that he would never come home to her again, and the nights
passed in quick succession, each one a test of her faith in the Lord, and she had survived.
Granted, she found it difficult to eat, and at nights, when she did finally nod off,
she was plagued by strange, grotesque dreams, images of Thomas, his face mangled and
crushed, beckoning to her, his voice garbled by dark bile that seeped from his mouth.
And the snakes, always the snakes that wound around his feet, hissing in what she
thought were whispers.
Night after night she prayed, pleaded with God to do His will with her, to please
help her overcome these dreams that were surely sent from Satan himself, but her
whispered requests fell on deaf ears. Ruth took her Lord’s silence as a sign that this was
her burden to bear and praised Him for allowing her this opportunity to grow stronger in
her faith.
Now, under the light of this moon, Ruth felt the dream creeping upon her, knew
somehow that if she closed her eyes and re2opened them, that Thomas would be standing
before her, grinning that terrible, mutilated smile, his hand reaching for her belly.

“I cast you out, Satan,” she said, wavering on her feet. She knew that another
contraction would be along in a moment and that when it came, she would need to be in
the house and not standing out here like some dumb cow chewing the cud.
If she’d been thinking clearly, she would have started the walk into town hours
ago when she felt the first flutter of pain, but she had thought, There’s enough time yet.
No need to rush. Doc Simpson would just send me back anyway. Tell me it’s too early
and not to fret.
It would be impossible to make it that far now. Not with the contractions coming
this quickly, the knifing pains cutting through her neatly at exact three minute intervals.
Her child would not be born in the dirt like some animal.
For a moment she wished she had a telephone, but then dismissed the idea. That
machine was good for nothing but idle gossip and fostered laziness among the young
people. It was not godly to have such a thing in the house, and Ruth was not a woman
given to temptations from the sinful world.
Without Thomas to cut it, the grass had grown tall, and under the moon looked
like long switchblades swaying back and forth. Ruth wondered if she walked out into
them, if they would cut her if she walked out into them, if her blood would drip back into
the earth like her mother had told her when she was a child.
The house itself, which Thomas had inherited from his father, sat back from the
road, partly hidden by the large oaks that surrounded it and the ivy that crept skyward and
completely covered the eastern side. It was rumored in the town that the house had not
been built, but that it had sprung from the ground, a living, growing thing amongst the
trees and ivy.

Ruth liked the house, liked its isolation and the quiet stirrings of wind that blew
through the large windows that faced east, liked the morning light that came through
those same windows. Thomas had been nervous that she would find it too old fashioned,
but when he carried her over the threshold and set her down, his face hopeful, she’d
nodded firmly and said, “This will do.”
A pain racketed through her belly, lit her up with a fire that was slowly turning
her inside out, and she gasped. Inside of her she felt a strange popping sensation, as if the
base of her pelvis had momentarily come out of socket, and then her water was flowing
down her legs. She brought her hand to it and then drew back her palm all slick and shiny
with the fluid. It smelled of dirt, or brine, or semen, like some essential part of the earth
escaping from her between her legs.
She drew a deep breath and exhaled slowly through her teeth. Thankfully, she’d
remembered to start some water boiling, had sharpened her best butcher knife, and
shredded some old towels.
Soon the desire to push would become immense, larger than anything else, would
consume and fill her up to the brim until there was no room for anything else. No noise,
no sound, just the pushing, the pushing that would tear her, rip her apart to make room for
the small, squalling thing that wanted out of the quiet, shadow world of her belly and into
this one.
When it came, when the pushing finally become more of her than she was herself,
she made small, rutting sounds, kept the screams packed down deep inside of her. It was
her burden to bear, after all, a woman’s place in life to feel the pain of childbirth. Eve and
her tree of knowledge had guaranteed that, and Ruth would bear her lot.

And then everything was stretching around this pressure and this pain, and Ruth
wondered if this was the way of the world, this pain and not fitting and pushing, and she
grunted loudly, pushed her hands against the slickness on her thighs, wondered how the
blood moon found a way into the house, wondered how it had managed to bathe her legs
in its sanguine light. The blood and the fluid soaked into the towels she’d placed beneath
her, and in her delirium she thought she might bleed out, thought that it wasn’t possible
for her heart to continue to beat under this loss.
But she didn’t. After two hours, the small, wet thing slid easily out and landed
between Ruth’s legs. The butcher knife, which she’d placed next to her, cut the cord
cleanly in half, and Ruth quickly cleaned the child’s nose, it’s mouth, cleared it of the
mucous and blood that would surely choke it before turning it upside down and giving it
a sound smack across the bottom as Doc Simpson had explained to her just in case.
The child, a girl, gave a startled cry that turned into a thin wail. Ruth brought her
daughter to her breast, their blood mingling and marking her skin. As the child
awkwardly opened and closed her mouth around the nipple, Ruth dipped one of the
towels into the now lukewarm water she’d placed beside her and began to clean her
daughter’s face.
“Sara,” she whispered, and the baby opened her eyes and looked up at her pale2
faced mother. “Look at those big green eyes,” she said.
At first Ruth thought it was just a trick of the light, that the moon was casting yet
another bloody shadow, but as she looked closely into the eyes of her daughter, she
realized what it was that she had seen. Almost lost in the bottom corner of her daughter’s
right iris was a small square fleck of red.

Ruth looked up at the moon pouring through the large window. Reflected there
against the glass was Thomas, or rather something that looked like Thomas, his lips
peeled back to show his teeth, some of which were cracked while others were nothing
more than bloody, jagged pieces.
When Ruth fainted, the baby began to cry.
Chapter 1
The house in which Sara grew up was a house that believed very much in the
presence of the devil. In fact, the entire Appalachian town of Hensley, North Carolina
was caught up in the fever of religion; the snakes they passed amongst the congregation a
testament to the far2reaching delirium of their faith, and the garbled words bubbling from
their lips as they channeled the words of God proof of his divine power.
In the church pews of the Praise His Holiness Church, Ruth McDowell clenched
her daughter’s arm throughout the service, her fingernails digging into her in the efforts
of preventing the child from drowsing off as the hell fire and brimstone fell from the
minister’s lips with the power of many well flung arrows.
Despite the small, red mark at the corner of her eye, Sara had grown up pretty.
Her eyes were striking, a deep green the color of grass, and blonde hair like her mother’s
with tints of honey when the sun struck it. Already the boys, and some of the more sinful
men, in town had begun to stare whenever she came walking by in her plain, blue house
dress. Ruth raised her girl to be humble, but she feared that soon, the gentle curves
forming on Sara’s body would be a road that led to iniquity, and she shielded her with a
fierceness not unlike an animals.

Children under the age of thirteen were forbidden to participate in the service.
Three weeks before Sara’s thirteenth birthday, the nightmares started. Snakes wound
around her feet, binding her legs together and her arms to her sides as they crept towards
her mouth before forcing themselves down her throat and threatening to burst through her
chest.
“These dreams are nothing but a child’s foolishness,” Ruth said after each
episode. “Put them out of mind, Sara.”
“But, Momma,” Sara began, but the only answer her mother gave was the click of
the door shutting firmly behind her.
The night before Sara’s acceptance as a full member of the church her nightmare
changed. She was lying in her own bed, her mother seated in the old wooden rocker next
to the window, the burgundy afghan she’d knitted at the end of the summer draped across
her shoulders. “Momma?” Sara whispered, but her mother didn’t turn to face her, kept
her face trained on the moon pouring through the window. The moon was a deep red.
“Momma?” Sara repeated, but her mother only drew the afghan more tightly
around her shoulders.
A heavy eeriness settled over Sara. She felt as if some icy hand was pushing
against her chest, pushing her back into the bed. Why wouldn’t her mother look at her?
What was she staring at?
Sara followed her gaze towards the moon. She’d seen moons like this before, and
while she and her girlfriends told scary stories under their light that did nothing more
than make them giggle nervously, something about the moon was terrible. The color was
off, had painted the room in strange tones of crimson.

She tried to sit up, to get out of the bed and go to her mother, make her turn away
from the window, but she couldn’t. That icy hand pushed against her, and she began to
thrash.
She heard their rattling before she saw them. The snakes came from everywhere,
crawling down the ceiling, pouring from under the door before slithering their way onto
her bed, their bodies the width of her arms. Sara closed her eyes, told herself to wake up,
but when she opened her eyes, the snakes were still there, their eyes winking reddish in
the moonlight, the tongues darting out and lapping at her feet, then her thighs as they
made their way towards her.
“Please, oh please,” she began, but the snakes came even closer. They wound
around her legs, her arms, draped themselves across her belly, wound around her breasts.
The low hissing filled the room, and Sara thought she might go mad from the sound of it.
It gnawed at her, chewed at the last edges of her sanity, and she began to shriek, but the
hissing only grew louder, sounded like laughter now.
She waited for the snakes to make their way to her mouth, to force themselves
into her throat, their skin scraping against her teeth, but they didn’t.
In the corner of the room, her mother sat inert, but there was movement in her
lap. Something shifted under the afghan, and when Sara saw what it was, she shrieked
again, the sound once more drowned out by the snakes.
A larger snake, his back marked with alternating diamonds of black and green
unwound itself and crept out of her mother’s lap. The snake was enormous, at least the
size of a grown man, and Sara watched the great muscles contract and release as it pulled
itself towards the bed and up and over the footboard.

“No, no, no,” Sara repeated, but the snake only kept coming, his mouth stretching
back into a menacing, fanged grin.
When the snake went under her skirt, Sara didn’t understand, but when she felt it
push against her panties, the fabric ripping in a long, slow succession, she remembered
the dirty, nasty stories that Mary Pharr told at school. The stories of what boys did with
their things when they got excited, how they got all swollen and hot before they shoved
them into what Mary called a girl’s “twat.”
Sara had blushed when she heard it, had turned away before she could hear
anything else. She knew it was wrong to listen to such sinful things, but something inside
of her caught fire when she thought of it.
And now this snake was pushing against her, stretching her apart, and it hurt, it
hurt, and the world was crashing down around her, and surely she would be ripped in
half.
Her screams woke her, and she brought her hands to her legs expecting to find the
snake, but there was nothing but the violet and cream quilt her mother had pieced
together as a gift for her twelfth birthday.
From the hallway came a small shuffling, the sound of something trying to not
make much noise, of something tip2toeing while holding its breath.
“Momma?” Sara whispered. The thing in the hallway made no response.
I am dreaming again, she thought and pinched herself. No. She was very much
awake.
The doorknob shifted almost imperceptibly before turning slowly. The door was
heavy, would not stay open of its own accord, and Sara had a sudden wild thought that

whatever was in the hallway would not be able to open the door, would not have the
strength to heave it open.
I will die, Sara thought. I will die here in the dark, and the door will shut again,
and I will always be here in this room, in this house with that awful thing.
The door opened now, just a crack of darkness from the hallway spilling into the
bedroom, and Sara pulled her knees to her chest and shut her eyes. She thought of the
Bible story her mother had read about the Angel of Death, how it visited the houses of
those that were not marked in blood and took the first born children. She thought of this
story now as the door opened just a bit more.
If I am very still, it won’t see me. If I am very quiet, it won’t hear me, won’t come
and take me away, she thought, but her teeth had begun to chatter, and she bit her tongue,
the blood warm and sharp tasting in her mouth. She opened her eyes.
The door was opening fully now, the thing behind it pushing hard. Sara opened
her mouth to scream again only she found that she couldn’t.
And now the thing was stepping through the door, and the Angel of Death, and
the snakes, and the blood, and I will die here, I will die here. Sara found her voice and
screamed as she had in her dream.
“Sara!” her mother said and flipped on the light.
Sara could not form words, blubbered as her mother came to her, took her by the
shoulders, and shook her.
“Sara, stop this at once,” she said.
“I’m sorry, Momma. It’s just the dreams, and the Angel of Death, and the
blood…” she trailed off into confusion, and Ruth frowned at her daughter.

“You saw the snakes again.” Ruth spoke with measured carefulness.
“Yes.”
“These dreams must stop,” Ruth said and stood quickly.
“I can’t help them, Momma.”
“You must pray every night for God to take them from you.”
“I pray, Momma. I pray and pray, but they still come.”
Ruth shook her head, “And whatever you ask in prayer, you will receive, if you
have faith. You know the verse, Sara?”
“Yes.”
“The book of Matthew. If you have faith, Sara. Faith. God does not answer the
prayers of those who disbelieve.” She almost spit the words out and raised her right hand,
showed her daughter what she held.
Ruth had wrapped Thomas’ old leather belt around her hand. It looked like she
had used the black leather to bandage a wound..
Vile, wicked thing. Sara was surprised at her thought. She had seen the belt plenty
of times. For as long as she could remember, her mother had kept the belt hung on her
bedroom wall. The nail had fallen out several times, and her mother had hammered new
holes, but the belt had always hung in the same spot.
Sara’s legs knew the feel of that belt, but in this moment, she feared more than
just the pain of its imprint against her skin, feared more than the angry, red welts that
would rise and grow hot. She felt that if the belt touched her, she would be back on the
other side of that heavy door, the snakes and the Angel of Death knocking gently,
whispering, “Let us in, Sara. Let us in.”

“Don’t,” Sara started but her mother had already begun to unravel the belt, had
already grasped her shoulder and pulled her arm up, up, up before bringing it shuttering
down against her daughter’s legs.
Gasping, Sara tried to leap away from the belt, away from the horrid thing that
was driving against her now, but her mother held her firm, dug her fingernails into Sara’s
arm.
“Oh, please” Sara said, and she knew, could feel somehow, the darkness washing
over her like a wave. She would drown.
“Let us in, Sara.” The voices whispered, and she felt as if there were fingers
brushing against the back of her neck, another set gently stroking her hair.
Ruth worked quietly, methodically. She brought the belt down in large, arcing
sweeps, making sure to never strike her daughter in the same place twice, watching for
the tiny pinpricks of blood that told her she’d done enough. Folly is bound up in the heart
of a child, she thought and brought the belt down again. Didn’t she see? Didn’t she know
that she only did it, had to do it to save her?
Sara was leaning over the bed, her face buried in the quilt, but still Ruth could see
the tiny fleck of red in her daughter’s eye. She always saw it. When she slept at night,
while Ruth was at school, she thought of that eye, that small patch of red bloodying the
iris before fading into a verdant green.
Her daughter had been marked from birth, the devil’s thumbprint was on her, and
the belt and the Bible were the only things that would save her girl from burning. And
then there was the voice that had been coming to her for the past three months. Always at
night, always scratching just outside of her window. Thomas’ voice, his words blending

with the wind, warning her, explaining the fate of their daughter, and hearing it, she was
afraid.
When the blood came, the spots slowly blooming across the white fabric of Sara’s
nightgown, Ruth stopped and turned away from her daughter.
“Tomorrow, you will face God, and he will determine your faith. When you look
into the eyes of the serpent, he will see into your heart. Mark it, Sara,” Ruth said, and she
left the room, turning off the light as she went.
Sara heard her mother leave, but she didn’t move from the bed, kept her face
buried against the quilt. She could smell the blood, but she didn’t move to wipe it away.
If she moved, made even the smallest of sounds the whispering thing would find her,
would lap at the blood on her thighs. The Angel of Death taking its payment.
The house had gone quiet again; the only sound came from the window. An
autumn wind rustled in the big tree in the yard, and Sara almost laughed. How normal,
she thought. I should be afraid of the dark, of the wind. It would be normal to be afraid of
those things.
She thought of the book of Grimm’s fairy tales she’d taken from the school
library, the one she’d hidden under her mattress so her mother would not find it, thought
of Sleeping Beauty who had stayed quiet, buried under the darkness of sleep and dreams.
She had stayed quiet, but it hadn’t saved her from the King who’d weaseled his way
between her thighs.
She lay awake for a long time listening to the wind. When she fell asleep at last,
she did not dream.
Chapter 2

It was early when they started down the mountain the next morning. The sun had
not yet touched the grass, and the dew clung to it, washed it in silver. Her mother was
quiet as they walked, the only sound their shoes crunching against the rocks scattered
along Jessup road, which led down off the mountain and into town.
The air was cold, held the hint of the first frost, and when Sara breathed it in, it
tasted clean. The road was dark, surrounded on either side by monstrous Red Spruce
trees, and somewhere deep amongst those shadows came the low hoot a Great Horned
Owl. Up past his bedtime, Sara thought and shivered as an icy wind bit at her exposed
ankles. Her mother had insisted that she wear tights under her dress, and now, she was
glad that she had.
At intervals, the rising sun peeked out from between the branches. Muscadine
vine and black2eyed susans chocked in the undergrowth alongside the road, and Sara had
the sudden desire to stop, to wander off the path and away from the church. She wanted
to crawl in amongst the wild fruit and flowers and sleep forever, wanted to forget the feel
of the snakes against her skin, but her mother marched onward, and Sara hurried to catch
up.
When the spire of the church finally appeared, Ruth stopped and turned to her
daughter. “God will know the truth in your heart today, Sara.” She turned and looked into
Sara’s face. Her eyes glinted, looked hard and cold, and she wrapped her fingers around
Sara’s arms, dug her fingernails into the soft flesh. “Should the serpent bite you, it is his
will and your faith that will determine your fate. If his Holy Ghost does not move through
you, your lot will be cast with the wicked. The black sins of your heart may go unnoticed,
but they will not go unpunished.”

Ruth paused, and then continued. “Do you understand?”
“Yes, Momma,” Sara replied.
Ruth nodded and released Sara. They began to walk again, and as they came out
of the trees, the forest gave way to the town itself, and then the church, that rose out of
the trees and the dirt in solemn dominance. It stood at the heart of the town, its white
paint standing stark against the grayed buildings that served as the post office, the
grocery store, the solitary gas station that also served cold sandwiches and hot coffee that
Sister Maguire more than often scalded and had to be sipped in quick gulps that did not
allow taste.
Sister Maguire lived alone with her two daughters in a small room attached to the
back of the station. Her girls, Anna and Deborah, had invited Sara for dinner once. Sara
had not wanted to go. It was well known at school that Anna and Deborah were crawling
with lice, but Ruth had forced her, and sure enough, Sara had come home with the tell2
tale nits in her hair. For weeks after, the other girls stuck their fingers down their throats
and made gagging sounds whenever Sara entered the classroom.
Ruth walked ahead of her daughter and didn’t notice the furtive glances darted
towards her as she made her way to the church. Her lips were pulled tightly against her
teeth into a permanent frown; her chapped cheeks sunken, the skin there sucked tight
against the bone.
Standing just outside of Sister Maguire’s station was Tommy Reynolds, a tow2
headed boy with a smattering of dirty2looking freckles, and Mary Pharr, her long blonde
hair hanging in loose ringlets down her back. She twirled a strand around her finger
absently and grinned when she saw Sara approaching.

“I bet you can’t look at her for more than five seconds,” Mary said in a voice loud
enough for Sara to hear and flashed a crooked grin.
“Betcha’ I can,” he said.
“Alright,” she paused and pursed her lips, furrowed her brow. “I’ll bet you that
dollar you got for helping Brother Jones move all his junk that you can’t look at her for
more than five seconds.”
He nodded. “And what about if I win?”
Sara watched as Mary leaned over, whispered in his ear. When she pulled away, a
slow, dirty smile spread across his face. It made her sick to her stomach to watch them.
She knew the bet. They liked to pretend that it was some big secret, but she knew the
dare, knew the school yard challenge of staring her mother in the eyes for as long as
possible. The rumor being that if you looked long enough, you’d burst into flames. No
flinching or blinking allowed. If you did, you were chicken And she knew what Mary
would give Tommy, too. She’d heard from Deborah that Mary would take off her
underwear and let Tommy look up her skirt with the compact mirror she kept in her
purse. It made her sick.
Tommy steeled himself as Sara and her mother drew closer, and Mary smiled and
winked at her.
“Five whole seconds! Hot damn!” he said when they had finally passed, and Sara
heard Mary let out a high pitched giggle, but she did not turn around to look.
“I’d just die if she was my momma,” Mary said, and the words, with their barbed
intentions, hooked into Sara, and she felt tempted to rush upon them both, push them to

the ground. Maybe grind Tommy’s face into the dirt and yank the curl right out of Mary’s
hair.
“Sara, come along,” Ruth said.
“Yes, Momma.”
Ruth continued walking. Of course she knew about the stares, the whispers, those
ungodly children and their games. None of it mattered. Thomas would have been
bothered, would have explained the need to smile, to make small talk amongst the
townspeople regardless of the blackness in their hearts, but she had lived all of these
years without them and could continue doing just the same despite the town gossip about
the crazy lady who lived on the mountain.
The church rose in front of them, the plain white clapboard dusty like the rest of
the town. Pastor Wayne stood at the door greeting his congregation as they entered the
church.
“Sister McDowell,” he said and pulled a yellowed handkerchief from his pocket,
mopped his forehead, before stuffing it back into the breast pocket of his coat.
“Pastor Wayne,” Ruth said and extended her hand, which he limply shook before
turning to Sara.
“And little Sister Sara,” he smiled, his lips pulling back from a mouthful of
pointy, wolfish teeth. He had a natural boyishness that without the addition of those teeth
could have made him handsome. There was more than one girl in the town who fallen
asleep to the ghost of his hands against the small of their backs. She had the sudden
image on his mouth against her neck, his teeth in her hair, and she had to look away.

“A joyous day for you, no doubt,” he continued, and with her eyes trained on the
ground, she nodded. He would want her to be cheerful, would want her to be bright2eyed
and jumping in her enthusiasm to take up the snakes, to show the entire congregation the
strength of her faith, but all she could do was keep her eyes down and smile weakly.
For her devotion to the church, Ruth had found favor with Pastor Wayne, and for
as long as Sara could remember she’d known to expect Pastor Wayne for Sunday supper;
the smell of the cough drops he carried in his breast pocket flavoring the chicken or the
pork chops her mother cooked as the evening meal. She couldn’t explain why but
something about the biting scent of menthol made Sara’s stomach cramp as fear reached
deep into her belly, wrapped around her intestines.
“Your momma certainly is a God2fearing woman,” he’d said to Sara just that last
week as he helped himself to a serving of potatoes, his teeth flashing as he chewed.
“Yessir,” Sara replied as she stared down into her own pile of potatoes that sat
untouched in a congealing heap on her plate. She knew her momma would whip her later
for wasting food, but each bite slid down her throat with the ease of glue, and she feared
that another bite would choke her. It’s just a smell. Nothing to be afraid of, she thought.
“A God2fearing woman,” he repeated, bits of food falling from his mouth and into
his lap as he watched her breasts, which had developed into high knobs on her chest, rise
and fall with her breath. She could feel his eyes on her and couldn’t decide if she wanted
him to look away or to reach for her under the table, run his hand along the inside of her
thighs. The pleasure and the shame of the thought boiled within her, and she gripped her
fork, let the feeling of the metal calm her.

Even now, as Ruth led her daughter into the church, he repeated the words, “Such
a joy to see two god2fearing women.” Ruth gave a tight2lipped smile in appreciation of
the compliment without noticing his eyes burning against the body of her daughter.
Chapter 3
“And these signs shall follow them that believe: In my name shall they cast out
devils; they shall speak with new tongues. They shall take up serpents; and if they drink
any deadly thing, it shall not hurt them; they shall lay hands on the sick, and they shall
recover,” Pastor Wayne screamed from the pulpit as spittle flew from his mouth, flecking
those in the front row with white bits of foam.
The snakes stayed quiet in their boxes as he rained his fury upon the
congregation, but during prayer, they began to move; their coiled bodies making strange
kissing sounds as they unwound themselves in preparation of the ritualistic passing; the
hypnotizing song of their rattles sending the crowd into a frenzy of moaned prayers.
“Praise Him,” they shouted as the rattles beat louder.
“Take my sins, Jesus,” came the voice of a lone woman, lost somewhere in the
crowd, which had become one entity, the wet2beating of a singular heart.
Pastor Wayne lifted his hands, calling his children to be silent before he thrust his
hand deep into the boxes, hauling one snake towards the light then over his head in
triumph as the choir behind him broke into song and the members beat tambourines
against their thighs.
One by one, he pulled them from the dark box and sent them down among the
congregation, and drunk on their belief, they took the deadly snakes in their hands as they

sang along with the choir, pulling the snakes close to their faces as they shouted their
beliefs into the symbolic face of the devil.
Overcome with the power of the spirit, the women and men danced to the music
while the snakes curled over their arms, their shoulders, their necks.
“Are you washed in the blood of the Lamb?” they screamed against the power of
the devil as the tongues of the Holy Spirit broke over them, forcing them to the floor of
the old church.
Ruth swayed on her feet, her lips moving soundlessly over the words that had
inhabited her. Soon, the Holy Spirit would overtake her, and the garbled language would
pour from her lips in long guttural issues that rose and fell in a kind of dark music.
At the front of the church, Pastor Wayne stood, the snakes wrapped around his
arms, his eyes fluttering as he called his children to him, and they came, surrounded him
with raised arms and small cries of supplication.
Sara stood frozen beside her mother, her eyes trained on the snakes. Their tongues
darted in and out, and she remembered them, the feather light feeling of those tongues
flicking over her skin, taking her in bit by bit.
And then it was time, and her mother was pushing her into the crowd, and she was
swallowed up, their hands against her back, her arms as they pulled her towards the altar.
Her dress clung to her uncomfortably, her arms and lower back wet, and she allowed
herself to be carried on their hands towards the front of the church.
Her dress clung to her uncomfortably, and she wished she could strip it off, cool
the slick skin on her back against the wood floor, but the hands and voices urged her
forward.

She stood under Pastor Wayne now, and she could see a small bead of sweat
working its way from his hairline, down his nose, before it dropped against her arm. He
was shouting, and the muscles in his neck corded against the strain.
Pastor Wayne brought his free hand against her forehead, wrapped his fingers into
her hair. She marveled at their coolness and closed her eyes, leaned into his hand, which
smelled of his cough drops, but of something else, too, some deeper earthy smell that
made her think of trees or the clean, early snow that sometimes fell in November at the
top of the mountain.
Someone behind her had begun to beat a tambourine in slow, steady succession,
and all around her the voices lifted. Pastor Wayne’s fingers bore into her, his voice
racketed through her skull.
His hand was on her neck now, kneading the muscle there, and she leaned into
him. The fear that had grown in her belly, such a strange, grotesque thing, had vanished,
and it was only the feeling of his hand, his smell surrounding her. A lock of hair had
fallen across his eyes, and she had the desire to push it away, but she kept her hands still.
“Child,” he whispered, his voice barely audible, but she heard him. The others did
not, but his voice was not for them, only for her, and then the snake was on her, wrapping
around her arm, her shoulder before bringing its head to rest against her collarbone.
Its skin was hot, and the shock of it brought back the fear, and she remembered
her dream, remembered the snakes pushing against her, threatening to open her from the
inside, and she stiffened.
Later, Mary Pharr would swear that she saw Sara laugh when the snake bit her.
Chapter Four

Pastor Wayne sat in the McDowell living room. Ruth had asked him to come,
asked that he say a prayer for her daughter even though she didn’t deserve it. Doc
Simpson had laid the girl in her bedroom, bowed his head as Pastor Wayne prayed that
the Lord might spare this young girl’s life if it was his hill, and then with stern
instructions for Ruth to watch the area for infections, had made his way out, his cane
wobbling as he picked his way around the larger rocks on the old road down the
mountain.
Ruth watched him through the living room window. “I knew this would happen,”
she said.
“The snakes will bite, Ruth. It is only God’s will that holds her to this earth,” he
said.
Ruth set her lips in a grim line. “That may be, but there is unspoken sin in that
child’s heart. It is inside of her, beats in her heart. Why else would she…”
She didn’t need to finish. Pastor Wayne knew the stories about the girl’s eye. The
most common being that Ruth herself had lain with the Devil, and that the speck of red
was the mark of Satan, but it was absurd to think of this woman, with her steadfast belief
and conviction, as someone who would allow herself to be taken in by dark forces.
Of course he’d heard stories of such things, had even seen a demon cast out of a
young boy during the tent revival back in 1988, but the devil was usually quick to make
himself known, and if the girl did have a dark spirit within her, it had remained quiet for
the past thirteen years.

“Do you believe in spirits, Pastor?” Ruth’s eyes were fixed on something just
beyond them, and he turned and saw only the large window that provided a view of the
yard, the grass long and swaying in the breeze.
“The Holy Spirit is a remarkable power, Ruth. You know that as well as I do.”
She turned her eyes to him, and there was a hollowness in them that made the
hairs on his arm bristle. “I don’t mean the Holy Spirit, Pastor.”
“I’m afraid I don’t understand,” he said, only he understood perfectly well.
“Ghosts, specters, phantoms, spooks as my mother called them. Do you believe
it’s possible for such things to exist in our world?”
“The devil can take many forms. He is a roaring lion. He walketh about seeking
whom he may devour. I’m sure it is possible that what we of the flesh deem a spirit may
be nothing more than a demon manifested, a servant of the devil meant to make us
fearful, to bend us towards belief in the dark realms where he dwells.”
“And you believe that?” she asked and crossed towards the window where he
stood.
“I do,” he said. Watching her made him strangely nervous. Her movements were
erratic and jerky. It was like watching a wild bird caught in a cage. Outside, the sun had
begun to set, and there were shadows creeping across the grass. It made him uneasy to
hear her speak of these things. It was as if the air was filled with questions that may lead
him into darkness.
“Do you always wear both?” he asked, and she jumped.
“Both?”

“Yes, both rings,” he gestured to the gold chain around her neck. Ruth didn’t
strike him as a woman given to the vanity of jewelry, but since he’d brought Ruth home,
carried her through the house and to her small bedroom at the back of the house, Ruth’s
hands had found the rings again and again, her fingers stroking the gold circles as if it the
motion soothed her.
“Oh,” she paused, brought her hands down. “No. I’ve not worn them since the
night Sara was born. But it felt right to wear them today. Thomas would have been so
proud to see her enter the church. It felt right to wear them.”
“I see,” he said and an uneasy silence formed between them.
“I believe,” she said and turned back towards the window.
“I’m sorry?”
“There is sin in the world. Some of it as black as night, and when you die, it is not
erased. Sometimes, it is so vast, so great, that it lives on without the body. Grows, feeds
on its own without the aid of the flesh,” she said.
“Ruth, this is blasphemous.”
“My mother always said that there were things in this world that were blacker
than hell. Things that the devil himself didn’t want and had sent back. Things that walked
only at night when there was no moon. Just the ramblings of a crazy drunk woman,” and
she laughed then, a clear high laugh that set his teeth on edge. He bit down and had the
sudden feeling that one of them would crack in two.
“Stop, Ruth. You’re over tired. Sara is sick, and you should eat something, get
some rest. This is delirium talking. Nothing more. Pray tonight, Sister Ruth. God will
help you.”

“Listen to me, preacher,” she said and she wheeled back towards him, brought her
face so close to his that he could feel her warm, damp breath. “The Lord has helped me
through thirteen years, and I have given full faith to him. The serpent has not seen doubt
or sin in my heart, but there are things that move in the dark that have come to my door,
and they have called my name, they have called my daughter’s name.”
He looked away from her, took a step back. “God would not have you believe in
such things, Sister Ruth. His wrath is great, and such words and thoughts do not go
unpunished. You’ve always been a faithful member of the church. Rely on that faith now,
and let it soothe you. It’s the fatigue speaking.” The words fell from his lips easily, with
authority even, but he had begun to sweat, could feel it slicking across his lower back. He
didn’t like her like this, all wild eyed and twitching. She looked like a woman broken.
“Thomas comes to me. He’s told me that she was marked. That the serpent would
see it and take her for his own. That she had always belonged to the darker world, and
that for all my efforts, she would still be taken. I didn’t believe it of course, but today, I
knew, I knew when she reached for you…”
“I think you need to lie down, Sister,” he said, and he moved towards her, reached
for her arm, but she jerked away.
“I’m not a child,” she said through clenched teeth. “I know what I’ve seen, what
I’ve heard. And the serpent has left its mark on my girl; his teeth have marked her flesh
for his.”
“What’s happening?” Sara stood at the hallway entrance, the bandage over her
wrist a deep rust color. Her hair had come undone, and fell in tendrils around her face.
The pallor of her face made her eyes look an even deeper green, and he was reminded of

something he had read years before in seminary. Something about gazing into an abyss,
and in turn, the abyss gazing into you.
She is a child, he thought and looked away from her. Sometimes, at night while he
lay in his small bed, he thought of her, of her neck slipping out of the blue dress she
always wore, of the slow smile that she only sometimes allowed to break over her face,
and he would bury his face against his pillow, grind his teeth until the pain became too
much to bear. He could not be rid of them, and despite the heat that was building in his
abdomen, the sight of her also made him sick to his stomach.
“Back to bed, Sara,” Ruth said, and Sara turned without question and moved back
down the hallway. Moments later, they heard the door latch.
Pastor Wayne wanted to leave, wanted to go back down the mountain to the little
room he kept at the back of the church, wanted to read his Bible in quiet, and then to
sleep long and deep, but he knew that it would be impossible. Not after Ruth and her
stories of her long dead husband and his whispered prophecies of their marked daughter.
“Sister Ruth, it will be dark soon.”
“Of course,” she said, and he noted the weariness in her voice.
“I’ll pray for you and for Sara. God will watch over his faithful believers, Ruth. If
anything, I believe that.”
She only nodded and opened the door for him; let him out into the late afternoon
where the shadows grew.
He walked down the mountain carefully, his eyes sharp. The sun had begun its
descent behind the mountain, and he could feel something moving in the forest around
him. Things with teeth and claws watching and waiting for the blackness to hide them

before leaping upon him. He thought of Ruth’s words, of her ghosts that came scratching
in the night, and he began to hurry. Once in the safety of the church, he could laugh at
this, perhaps even rebuke Ruth in his mind for her belief in such things, but for now, the
sun was setting, and he hurried.
Chapter 5
Ruth was glad to see Pastor Wayne go. She could see the judgment in his eyes,
knew that he thought her blasphemous. Maybe she was. Only, she couldn’t shake the
sound of Thomas’ voice, was certain that it was him. Despite the years that had passed
since she’d last heard him call her name, she knew the sound like she knew the beating of
her own heart.
She needed to clear her head, wanted to take a long walk through the woods
around the house as she had when she and Thomas were first married, but the thought of
stumbling around outside in the growing dark, frightened her. She latched the door, and
went to the kitchen, taking the faded afghan with her.
Some tea will help, she thought, and she retrieved the old pot, set it on the stove,
lit the pilot light and sat down to wait.
For a long time, she’d blocked out the image of Thomas, had forgotten what he
looked like on the first night he came to her, the night Sara had been born. She didn’t
want to remember those sunken eyes, the jagged teeth behind the cracked lips. And she
had convinced herself that the vision was a by product of the pain, and she had forgotten.
As the date of Sara’s acceptance as a full member of the church approached,
however, the images had coming flooding back to Ruth, and she couldn’t close her eyes

without seeing him standing before her as he had that night, the reddish light of the blood
moon streaming all around him.
Standing, she checked the tea to be sure that it was not yet boiling and walked
down the hallway to check on Sara.
She’d curled up in the corner of the bed, her knees tucked against her chest, the
covers pushed off of her. Ruth tucked the covers back around her, smoothed a lock of
hair back from her face. The bandage that Doc Simpson had affixed to Sara’s wrist had
turned the color of rust, and the sight of it made Ruth queasy.
“My baby,” she said aloud, and Sara shifted in her sleep, the smoothness of her
forehead suddenly creasing as she frowned.
“Watch over her, Lord. Keep her safe. Let her do your will and stay far from the
path of the wicked. Be a guide unto her feet, lest she stumble or find herself in the Devil’s
snare.” She brought her lips to Sara’s cheek, brushed the skin there and withdrew quietly.
The kitchen was cold. She took down the faded blue mug she always used and
poured the water into it, took a moment and warmed her hands against it. Maybe Pastor
Wayne was right. She stood and taking her mug with her, walked to the living room, took
her Bible down from the shelf and flipped it open.
In the dim light, she read the words, and let them soothe her. Of course she was
over tired, and Pastor Wayne was probably right. Her visions of Thomas were nothing
more than bad dreams, visions from the devil meant to frighten her, to shake her faith.
She would not be taken in again.
The scratching came in time with the full dark, and Ruth, who had been dozing,
closed her Bible, set her mug on the small table next to the armchair, and listened. At first

there was only the sound of the wind, but then it came again, a small flurry of scratches
that sounded like a rat caught in the walls.
Just a dream, she thought and she stood, walked to the wall, placed her ear
against it. The sounds started again, a steady scritch, scritch, scritch that made her think
of someone slowly dragging their fingernails along the wall. Back and forth, back and
forth, the sound moved across the wall.
“Stop it,” she whispered and brought her hands against her ears. “I cast you out in
the name of the Lord. In his blood have I been washed, and it covers and protects this
house. In his name I rebuke you, Satan.”
From inside the wall, the slight scratching sounds grew stronger, sounded like
teeth working against the wood. Something was trying to gnaw its way out, was trying to
find its way into the room with her.
“I know what you are, demon. In his name I rebuke you!” she was shrieking now,
and she brought her fist down against the wall.
Then the voice, the voice of her Thomas came through the wall. It was singing,
and when she began to cry, it stopped.
“You’re not real,” she said.
“No. Not real,” the voice said.
“Oh please, Lord.”
“He has forsaken you,” the voice said.
“No, no, no, no,” Ruth said, and she clasped the Bible to her chest. Her mouth
tasted fetid, and she ran her tongue across her teeth. “Thomas is dead. He is not part of
you, demon. I cast you out. I cast you out.”

“Men are easily led. Isn’t that true, Ruth? You know about that, don’t you? Your
father was easily led, and then your mother after him. Your father, with his Bible and his
insatiable taste for all those little boys? How long did he fight it, Ruth, before he gave in?
How long was he able to ignore those filthy thoughts before he found the first one, paid
him to keep quiet? Do you think those boys grew to like it, Ruth? Hmmm? Do you think
they felt important that a man like your father took his time with them?”
“Stop it!” she shrieked. The voice finally stopped, and all was quiet once more.
Outside a coyote yipped, was close enough to the house that Ruth could hear it panting.
Sobbing, Ruth picked herself up and walked back to the kitchen. The light was
cheery, and went to the sink, ran the water, and splashed her face. Her skin burned, and
the water cooled her. She would put on another pot of tea. There would be no sleep
tonight. Tomorrow, she would go back into town, have another talk with Pastor Wayne,
but for now, she would stay vigilant. She sat down at the old table Thomas’ mother had
given them on their wedding day, laid the Bible open next to her, and began to read. If
she heard any other sounds that night, she would pray.
In her bedroom Sara slept on, but had her mother gone back in to check once
more, she would have seen that her daughter’s eyes were open, the small red fleck almost
glowing in the darkness.
Chapter 6
Sara did not dream that night, or rather, did not remember her dreams, and when
her mother called her for breakfast, she rose without the usual early morning slowness.
Her muscles felt lithe and supple, and she felt as if she could run the entire distance down
the mountain without tiring or as if she could flex her body easily, arch her back into

whatever shape she wanted, and the thought of her body moving in such a way made her
blush.
She brought her fingers against her neck and ran them along the flesh there. It was
as if his fingerprints had burned into her skin. She could still feel them resting there.
When he had looked at her, just before it had happened and ruined everything, his eyes
showed her his unspoken heat, and he had seen hers. They shared a secret now.
If I was a few years older, it wouldn’t be so bad. Laura Bryant was married when
she was seventeen, and no one blinked an eye. But of course, Laura had married David
because she was in the family way and the town would not stand an unwed mother, and
so they had married in a small, quiet ceremony last year.
“Sara,” her mother’s voice snapped her out of her girlish daydream. “School this
morning. Hurry up now.” Ruth turned towards the sink, busied herself with the dishes
there.
“You didn’t sleep last night,” Sara said.
Her mother’s shoulders tensed. “I slept just fine. Now eat your breakfast. And
mind that you say grace before you begin.”
Ruth didn’t understand the need to tell the lie, but it came easily, and internally
she asked God for forgiveness for her dishonesty, but the prayer did not calm her in the
way it usually did. She needed to sleep, but she knew that when she did, the voice would
come back, and she didn’t think that she could hear it again without the final thread that
held her sanity together snapping.

“Be sure you clean your wrist. And put a new bandage on it,” Ruth said, snapping
a dish towel over her shoulder. She kept her back turned, did not feel that she could face
her daughter, could not look into her eyes and see the mark there.
“And take that pill on the table,” Ruth continued. “You don’t want to get
infected.”
Sara placed the pill on her tongue, took a large gulp of water, grimaced as it slid
down her throat. This was the third time her mother had washed the same glass; Sara had
been watching, and she knew.
“I’m sorry, Momma,” she began, but her mother put her hand up, stopped her.
“Now isn’t the time, Sara. School won’t wait.”
“But…”
Ruth whirled to face her daughter but still did not meet her eyes. She fixed them
on some distant spot just beyond Sara’s head. “What did I say, Sara?”
“Yes, momma,” she said, and she finished quickly, the oatmeal sliding down her
throat in uncomfortable lumps. Several times she thought she would gag.
When she finished, she took her bowl and rose, but her mother stopped her once
more. “Leave it,” she said.
Without a word, Sara did as she was told. She’d known her mother would be
angry. The snake after all had bitten her, but hadn’t God chosen to save her? Wasn’t her
heart pure?
Of course, she’d had the thoughts about Pastor Wayne, but it wasn’t as if she’d
actually attempted to carry them out, knew even that it would be impossible, and surely
God understood that?

Tonight she would pray and read her Bible for an extra hour. She would banish
the thoughts from her mind. Maybe then her mother would see the goodness in her, and
everything would go back to normal, back to the way it was before the dreams, before the
dark circles had appeared under her mother’s eyes.
In the bathroom, she unwrapped her bandages. Other than the two small puncture
marks, the skin was unmarked, and there was only a slight purplish bruising around the
holes. She might have scraped her hand against something sharp. Once more she took
note of how she felt. It was strange that she should feel this healthy, this alive, as if
somehow the venom that should have shriveled her had actually enervated her.
The mirror did not reveal the face of a girl fallen ill. Her cheeks were rosy, looked
as if she had pinched them only moments before. Her eyes sparkled, looked as if they
held some delicious secret that begged telling.
She smiled at the elfin girl in the mirror, and the girl smiled back. For a moment,
Sara imagined that she saw the girl wink, the same wicked wink that Mary Pharr had
given her only yesterday, and she started, brought her hand against the mirror, but it was
solid and did not give under her fingers.
It would not do to dally about here all morning, so she washed her face and
dressed quickly. As an afterthought, she pulled a brush through her hair. She wished she
had a ribbon22a blue one with lace edges22to put in hair, but her mother did not allow such
vanities, and she left it swinging free around her shoulders.
They prayed as they always did before she set off for school; her mother pledging
angels to stand sentry around her daughter, asking God to help keep Sara’s thoughts pure

and her actions committed to his service. When both woman and girl had said amen, Sara
kissed her mother goodbye, and set off on the old mountain road alone.
The walk was pleasant, and Sara tested her muscles by running part of the way.
She was surprised to find that she felt faster than normal, almost as if her feet were not
touching the ground but skimming across the top of it, some unseen force pushing her
forward.
As she neared the bottom of the mountain, other children joined her on the road,
and she slowed to a walk. They wouldn’t understand, would call her a weirdo or a freak,
and even though this new strength made her feel as if she was floating, she did not want
the childish, barbed words directed towards her.
Mary Pharr was waiting at the bottom of the mountain where the old road became
Jessup Road. Her lips were bright red. Sara could see them from where she stood.
“Well, smack my bottom, Sara McDowell. I could’ve sworn that you’d be laid up
in bed for the next two months after the way that snake took after you.”
“It wasn’t that bad,” Sara said, and kicked at leaf in the road, watched it go
skittering off into the grass.
“Wasn’t that bad? Tommy said that snake would’ve killed a man twice your size.
Guess your heart is nice and pure,” Mary said and pursed her lips. “Notice anything
different?”
“It’s pretty. Where’d you find it?”
“Silly! It isn’t lipstick if that’s what you’re thinking. That would be sinful,” she
grabbed Sara’s hand and brought it to her mouth and quickly took one of Sara’s fingers
between her lips.

“What was that for?” Sara said.
“Go on and taste it.”
“What? Why?”
Mary rolled her eyes. “Oh for goodness sakes, you big baby. Just taste it.”
Sara did as she was told. Mary watched her as Sara quickly swiped her tongue
across the dark pink smear left on her finger. “Raspberry,” she said.
“Exactly. You know those wild ones that grow right at the start of the mountain? I
just crushed a bunch of ‘em up. You want me to do you?”
“It’s okay,” Sara said and quickened her pace. In her mind she kept replaying the
image of Mary leaning over to Tommy, whispering in his ear, and the sour feeling that
had filled her stomach the day before came rushing back. The vigor that had filled her
that morning was fading, and a heavy fatigue had begun to spread throughout her bones.
“Suit yourself,” Mary said and shrugged.
They walked on in silence. Underneath her bandage, Sara’s wound had started to
throb, felt as heavy as lead. She could feel each distinctive puncture wound, and they felt
as if they were growing wider, ripping and tearing as they opened.
Are they letting something out, or keeping something in? The thought bothered
her, and she cradled her wrist with her other arm and tried to ignore it.
“So anyway,” Mary babbled on beside her. “Did you see what Pastor Wayne was
wearing yesterday? My momma said that no self2respecting preacher would wear a tie
that color of red, but she figured God would forgive him because he’s so studied in his
scriptures. Did he take it off?”
“What?”

“At dinner. Did he take his tie off? My momma always says that men should
never undress in front of ladies that aren’t their family, but I figure that with as much as
he’s been at your house for dinner, you must be used to seeing in all states of undressed,”
Mary said slyly.
Mary smiled, tucked a strand of perfectly curled blonde hair behind her ear, and
Sara had a sudden intense desire to grasp her by the throat and rip every strand out of her
head one by one.
She could be on her in three seconds, could push her down into the dirt. Mary
wouldn’t know what was happening until Sara was on top her. Maybe she would put her
teeth against Mary’s throat, taste the sickly sweet smell of her crushed raspberries with
her tongue before wrapping her fingers through Mary’s hair. She wondered if her blood
would be pink instead of red, the same bubblegum color of her lips, like an overgrown
Barbie doll bleeding out onto the dirt and gravel.
From under her eyelashes, Sara watched Mary flip a lock of hair over her
shoulder. A sudden pain shot through her jaw and at the same time, a low snarl fought its
way out of her chest. The sound startled her out of her reverie, and she brought her hand
to the cool trickle of fluid seeping down her jaw line. She swiped her hand across the
face, wiped the drool against her thigh, suddenly ashamed, horrified at the things she’d
been thinking.
When had she started thinking like a crazy person? Before long, she’d be pulling
the wings off of flies and drowning rats in bleach like Daniel Brighton had started doing
last year. His parents told the town that they’d sent him to live with an uncle, let him get
some rest, but everyone knew that they’d really shipped him off to the Stonewall Jackson

School for Boys. Daniel was probably being fed his lunch by a nurse right now, his hands
bound behind his back.
Forcing herself to breathe deeply, Sara rubbed her temples and tried to think of
something else, anything else other than the vein throbbing just under the pale skin of
Mary’s exposed neck.
“I wouldn’t know much about that, Mary,” she said calmly. “I trust that you know
more about undressing before other people than I do.”
Mary stared at Sara, her mouth opening and closing like some dumb fish, and then
Sara smiled and left Mary standing in the middle of the street alone.
Her wrist still hurt, but she felt a little better.
Chapter 7
Cora Mayburn had read about sleepy little towns like Hensley, North Carolina,
had passed by more than her share of them on her drives from Atlanta to New York, but
she had never actually stopped longer than the time it took her to fill up and use the
ladies. This time, however, she was staying longer, not on her accord, but because Jimmy
had told her not to come back until she had her story.
“Snake handling is all the rage now,” he said as he stubbed out his cigarette and
lit another. “People love to read about fucked up shit like that. I mean, can you imagine
having no awareness of television? Or the internet, for Christ sake? I’ve even heard that
in some of these towns, they still marry their girls off at twelve. Most of the time to their
cousins or some crazy shit like that.”
Cora listened to him with half an ear as her mother used to call it. It wasn’t that
Jimmy was a bad man, just severely misinformed and given to gossip. Such vices would

be unforgivable in a younger man, but Jimmy had earned the right to his eccentricities.
After thirty years of taking what was once a fledgling magazine to the zenith that was
now Atlanta Voice, Jimmy Townsend had grown used to being the boss, and took the
time to remind everyone he could that since it was his blood running through that
magazine, he very well could do whatever the fuck he pleased.
“I highly doubt it, Jimmy,” she said, but she had to admit that even she was
curious as to what went on in such a town.
“And keep away from the men, honey. Their liable to poke their pecker in any
hole they can get, especially one as pretty as yours.” He blew a series of smoke rings at
her face, and she grinned.
“You always knew how to flatter a girl, Jimmy, but I highly doubt that even the
most ass backward of men are going to want this thirty2year2old journalist with a mean
astigmatism and a penchant for baggy sweaters.”
“I’ve known men with weirder fetishes. Thank god I’ve got no interest in chasing
skirts,” he said and waggled her eyebrows at her.
By most people’s definitions, much of what came out of Jimmy’s mouth would
land other people in hot water, but she’d known him for too long to keep up the
professional pretense, and besides, she’d proven when he hired her that she could run
with the big dogs, and ever since then, he’d given her no preferential treatment.
“Listen, Cora. Why don’t you fly this time? Expense the ticket. That’s what the
money is there for. It can’t be good to put all of those miles on that clunker you call a
car.”

She shook her head. “We’ve had this discussion before, Jimmy, and I’m fine with
driving. Gives me time to think.”
“Would drive me crazy. Too much quiet. You live in your head too much, girl.
Not that I can complain. You’re my top reporter, but you really ought to get out more.
Find yourself a nice boy and have a few babies. We need some babies around this office.”
“Stop it. You sound exactly like my mother.”
“Well, somebody has to talk some sense into you. I’ve never heard of such a
thing. Driving here, there, and everywhere when there are perfectly good airplanes to be
had.”
“When do I leave?” she said.
“I see you changing the subject, girl,” he said and waggled a finger at her. “How
soon can you pack a bag?”
“I’ll take off first thing in the morning if that’s fine with you. I’ll need to come in
early to finish up that article on Governor Yearling’s re2election, but I can leave after
that. Are there hotels in this town?”
“Closest hotel is about ten miles away, and it’s shit. One of those pay by the hour
places with magic finger beds, you know? One of those places they showed on Dateline
when they started testing bed sheets with black lights to check for fluid.”
“It’ll be fine.”
He lifted his eyebrows, “If you say so. I’d imagined I wouldn’t need to call ahead
and reserve you a room, but I took the liberty of doing it any way.”
“You know me too well.”

“I want you to be careful with this one,” he said, his voice suddenly serious. “This
won’t be like covering the annual Christmas home tour or the history of the Montgomery
family; this is different.”
A small shiver ran up her spine, and she didn’t know why she should suddenly feel
frightened, but she did. The snakes themselves were irrelevant, the largest danger was a
bite, and she seriously doubted her reporting would require her to actually participate in
the service. She planned, actually, on being nothing more than a silent observer; maybe
interview some of the congregation, the preacher if he would allow it.
No, the snakes were not the trouble. Six years ago, Jimmy had assigned her the
first major piece of her career. She’d been young, out of college for only a year when he
came to her and given her the chance to take on what he called a meat and potatoes story.
“You’re good, girl,” he’d said. “Too good for all that cotton candy bullshit. Save
that for the interns. I think you’ve got the chops for this.” He’d tossed a worn manila
folder on her desk.
Inside the folder was a series of documents profiling Garrett Cain.
“I want an interview with him,” Jimmy said.
“You want an interview with the Buckhead Butcher? Christ, Jimmy. The guy hog
tied and carved up thirteen women like they were Thanksgiving turkeys. With his teeth.
Do you really think that the housewives of metro Atlanta are really going to want to read
a story about this guy?”
“Do the story, Cora,” he’d said and left her sitting with the folder.
And he had been right. The story was the most popular one they had done in
years. Letters and emails poured in from areas where they had previously not had any

readership. The story22and Cora22had been nominated for several prizes. One of which
had allowed Cora to buy her car, but while the story had been a success, Cora wished she
could wipe the entire process of writing it from her memory.
It was his eyes that she couldn’t forget. When she’d spoken with him, he’d stared
at her without blinking and there was a sort of gleeful humor in them. It was as if he was
speaking to her without words, as if he was willing her to understand that the only thing
that kept him from leaping on her, from raking his teeth across her naked breasts was the
piece of glass between them, and that wasn’t much, now was it?
He claimed that the devil made him do it. She believed him.
No, it wasn’t the snakes that frightened her at all. It was the people and that blind
unswerving faith that prompts people to do whatever it takes to quench the fire in their
bellies. She imagined that the look that had been in Cain’s eyes would also be in the eyes
of the townspeople, and she wondered, as she had wondered before, if taking this story
was such a good idea after all.
Chapter 8
Pastor Wayne knew that she was coming. This journalist woman coming to his
town to write a story on his church, to watch their services and then spin her lies about
their faith, and all of the readers would gasp as they read of children being married off to
their brothers. He knew how these stories went.
He had not told anyone about the letter he’d received from Jimmy Townsend,
editor in chief of the Atlanta Voice, figured it would be better if no one knew the reason
for the woman’s sudden presence amongst them.

A stranger in town was fairly common. People just passing through, stopping over
at Sister Maguire’s place for gas and a coffee, or even sometimes wandering through
town, taking in the sites of a long forgotten past life that had somehow flourished here at
the side of the mountain. Sometimes they got hunters passing through on their way up or
down from the mountain, but people didn’t stay long. Certainly not overnight if they
could help it. It might be nice to look out over the picturesque landscape for a little while,
but Pastor Wayne heard them as they left. He’d heard their snatches of conversation,
heard them say that something about the town gave them the creeps, and they sped off as
quickly as they had come.
He’d done what he could, had spent an entire Friday and Saturday scrubbing the
sanctuary of the church from top to bottom, had made sure that the snakes that he kept in
their boxes in his room off the back of the church had been fed22an extra mouse for each
of them22 and they moved sleepily, like cats dozing in sunshine.
Now, he waited. He knew that she would come to the church first, and he stood
on the steps and watched.
The town was quiet today. The children were all at school, and Sister Maguire had
closed up the shop for lunch. The quiet was eerie, and he took a small Bible from his coat
pocket, began to read, his mouth forming the words as he read them.
When her car finally pulled up, he’d made his way halfway through the book of
Revelation, the woman and her child, the great dragon waiting to devour her son. He
thought of Ruth and Sara, a woman and her child; he thought of Ruth and her belief in the
dragon that was devouring her daughter, and he thought of Sara, the fleck of red in her

eye, the slip of creamy throat coming out of her dress. He shook himself, said a prayer,
and watched as Cora climbed out of her car and came towards him.
“Michael Wayne?” she said and extended her hand.
He stiffened. “It’s Pastor Wayne. I assume you are Ms. Mayburn?”
She withdrew her hand, took a step backwards. “My apologies if I’ve offended
you, Pastor Wayne.”
“No matter,” he said.
“Yes, well,” she stalled. She hadn’t expected him to be so young. Had envisioned,
in fact, a rather corpulent man who was old enough to fart dust. With his simple dark suit
and sooty hair falling over his eyes, he looked like the fashion world’s closest
approximation of a preacher. No wonder his congregation listened to him. If there were
many women, and she was willing to bet that there were, they would flood the place just
to look at him.
“I was hoping,” she continued, “that I could ask you a few questions before I
observe a service.”
“Follow me,” he said, and he led her into the church.
The church was dark, and she could smell Murphy’s Wood Soap mixing with
something musty that she could not identify.
“It’s lovely,” she said, and he laughed.
“God has blessed us with a roof over our heads, and a floor under our feet. It’s
humble, but it serves its purpose.”

She blushed, feeling distinctly that he had chastised her in some way. There was
something about him that made her feel like she was the class dunce, and she sternly
reminded herself of the college degree and awards hanging in her office.
He led her through the sanctuary to a small door at the back. “My office and
rooms are back here. We can talk in the office. I can offer you tea, if you’d like some.”
“Thank you,” she said and followed him down the narrow hallway.
“Please,” he said and opened the door for her, gestured to a chair placed across
from a battered desk.
Sinking into the chair, she wondered what his room must look like given the
Spartan nature of his office. The only other furniture in the room was a bookshelf that ran
along the back wall, its shelves were sparse and sagging in the middles. A small hot plate
sat on one of the shelves, a worn tea pot on top. He switched the plate on. Obviously, he
had anticipated her visit enough to put water and tea bags in it.
There were no papers, no pictures on the desk. What does he do with all of his
time? she wondered, but he was looking at her impatiently, waiting for her to ask her
questions and be gone.
Pulling her notebook and pen from her bag, she said, “I hope you don’t mind if I
take notes. I know that recorders are all the rage now, but I’m stuck in my ways I
suppose.”
He nodded.
“How long have you been the pastor here?”
“Five years.”
“And before that?”

“Irrelevant to our current discussion.”
She looked up at him sharply. “I see. What of the previous pastor? Did he leave
the church?”
“No. I took over for him when he passed on.”
“Was the church also categorized as a Holiness church under his direction?”
“Of course it was.” he almost spat the words. He expected her to recoil from the
fierceness in his voice, but her face remained smooth, her voice even.
“Have you lived here in Hensley all your life?”
“Again, irrelevant to our purpose.”
Alright, you asshole. You want to play? I’ll play, she thought and set down her
pen, looked at him.
“How many times have you been bitten?”
“Excuse me?”
She leaned forward in her seat, “I think, Pastor Wayne, that you heard my
question perfectly, but I’ll say it again. How many times have you been bitten?”
“Ten times.”
“And what, do you think, that says about your relationship with God? Your belief
system?”
His face darkened, and he stood. “I think, Ms. Mayburn, that if you’ve come to
poke fun out our faith here, that you ought to get back in your car and go back where you
came from.”
“I’m sorry, Pastor Wayne. I’m not poking fun. In fact, I pride myself on being a
fair and equal minded journalist. My point in being in here is to gather facts, to present

your faith in the realism that it deserves, but I cannot do that if you refuse to cooperate
with me.”
“I will answer what questions about our work here that I can. I can promise no
more than that,” he said.
It was a compromise that she was willing to take for now, and she nodded her
head. “I understand.”
Behind him the teapot began to whistle, and he poured her a cup, offered her a
small box of sugar packets, which she refused.
“We follow the Lord’s word. It is no great mystery what we believe here.” He
pulled his Bible from his coat pocket, set it on the desk, and tapped it his forefinger.
“Through his divine guidance, we are saved, and through his instruction, he saves us
from the flames of hell. It his will that keeps us from that torment. It is his will that saves
us from the serpent’s bite. The handling is a testament of our faith and belief in God’s
will over our lives.”
“And if they are bitten? If they die?”
“If they have no fear in their heart, God will protect them.”
She paused, weighed the possible answers to her next question before finally
asking it. “What about your own bites, preacher. Are those instances of fear?”
“Humans are flawed, Ms. Mayburn. Eve’s sin marked us from the beginning as
flawed creatures, but each time, God has saved me from death, and I praise him for that.”
Cora was jotting his response in her notebook, when the silence in the room was
broken by a horrible keening. The sound rose, filled the room with a horrible, grating

screaming, and Pastor Wayne stood, his chair toppling backwards as he hastened past her
and out the door.
Gathering her things, she followed behind him as he ran through the sanctuary
before throwing open the double doors. In the middle of the street was a group of
children, young teenagers from their height, all circled around a girl in a blue dress.
The girl was screaming, her mouth open and bright red against white teeth, and
her right arm was bloody. Under her feet thick, red blood pooled, and it took Cora a
moment to realize that the girl wasn’t simply bleeding out. She was squeezing the blood
from her arm, looked almost as if she was nursing the earth with the bright drips.
“Sara,” Pastor Wayne shouted as he ran down the steps and into the street. The
children, with their pale, frightened faces, parted to let him through, and he gripped her
by the arms, pulled her to him.
“I’m taking her in the church. Mary Pharr, go up the mountain. Get Ruth and
bring her here. As for the rest of you, get yourselves home,” he said.
The children didn’t move. “I said, go!” he said, and they all scattered.
“Help me get her in the church,” he said, and he threw his shoulder under the
girl’s, and Cora joined him. By now, the girl’s screaming had faded to a whimper, and it
sounded as if she was muttering “Get them out, get them out,” but Cora wasn’t sure.
“What is she saying?”
“Nothing. She needs to lie down. I have a cot in my room at the back of the
church. Can you carry her that far?”
“Yes,” she said and she shifted the girl’s weight so that her legs could do more of
the work than her arms.

By the time they got her to the room, laid her on the cot, she’d fallen quiet, her
eyes fixed somewhere in distance, on some place that neither of them could see.
“I need to bind her arm. There are towels in that dresser there,” he said and
pointed to a large cherry dresser in the corner of the small room.
She’d wanted to see this room earlier, and now that she was here, it unnerved her.
In her mind she could envision him sitting here alone, night after night, with nothing
more than the written cautions of his God and the sounds of the night to keep him
company.
The rusted smell of blood was thick, and she swallowed hard against the lump
forming at the back of her throat. What could have possibly happened to make the girl
scream like that? And why had the children just been standing there? If she’d had an
accident, had cut herself on something, wouldn’t one of them have gone looking for help
instead of standing around her with their mouths open?
“What happened, preacher?”
“I reckon she must have fallen, cut herself on a rock,” he said, but she didn’t
believe him. It was her right arm that was bloody, but there was blood under the
fingernails of her left hand. With sudden clarity, Cora realized that she must have done it
to herself, and her stomach heaved.
“Her mother will be here directly, I suppose. It may be best for you to take off
before she gets here. Ruth won’t like having a stranger see her daughter like this.”
“Oh,” Cora said, “Certainly”
“We’ll continue this some other time,” he said, and he turned his attention back to
the girl. “I trust you can find your own way out.”

“Of course,” and then his back was turned.
Only when she was finally in her car, the road humming pleasantly underneath
her wheels, did she realize that she’d had every muscle in her body clenched. Between
her shoulder blades, a muscle spasmed, and she brought her fist to the spot and pressed
against the tightness that was moving down the center of her spine.
That night, in the cheap motel bed, she would dream of snakes and little girls with
blood under their fingernails and wake up screaming.
Chapter 9
When Ruth arrived, Sara was asleep. Pastor Wayne had cleaned her wound,
rubbed antiseptic into the jagged edges of her flesh, and re2bound her arm with torn strips
of towel.
“What happened,” Ruth said. With her she brought the smell of wood smoke, and
he wished he could go outside, be away from the smell of this girl’s blood, the burning
touch of her skin. More than once, he’d had to leave the room, get away from her, each
time he’d breathe a silent prayer that the Lord would give him strength, rid him of his
sinful thoughts.
“Not sure. She was standing in the street screaming.” He didn’t want to tell her
about Sara’s wounds, how she’d dug into the punctures left by the snakes, how she’d
dragged her fingernails through her own skin. He didn’t want to tell her about how she’d
woken up screaming about snakes, that they were inside of her and must be torn out.
Writhing under his hands as he tried to hold her down, she’d lashed out at him, and he
was surprised by her strength.

“Mary Pharr said that she crazy. That there was no reason for her to start
screaming like that, but she did, and then there was blood. She didn’t know how it got
there, but she said there was blood,” she drew in a ragged breath before continuing.
“Unwrap her arm.”
“Sister Ruth, I don’t think that’s the best idea.”
“Unwrap it, preacher,” she repeated.
He did as he was told, and when Ruth saw her daughter’s arm, she turned pale.
“There is something inside of my daughter,” she said.
“Sister Ruth, you must stop these thoughts.”
“The voice, it came again. It knew things, preacher. Things it shouldn’t have
known. And now it is inside of my daughter. It saw her, and it knew that she was weak,
knew that it could come into her.”
Pastor Wayne took Ruth’s hand in his own. It was rough, the fingers bony and
calloused, and he wondered if his own felt too smooth, too soft. “Sara had an accident,
that’s all. She’s feverish and delirious. Sending her to school so soon was probably more
than her body could take. Your daughter is sick, Ruth. Nothing more.”
“An accident,” she repeated, but her voice was dull and flat, and she dropped his
hand.
“Yes, that’s all. I think for tonight you and Ruth should stay here. I can sleep in
the office. It wouldn’t be good to move her now.”
“Thank you, preacher,” she said, and he left her, made his way to his office. He
shut the door behind him, then locked it. He couldn’t explain why he felt the need to do
so, but he felt safer somehow with the door separating him from Ruth and her daughter.

In the inner most parts of him, he wanted to believe Ruth. The Bible spoke of
such things in some instances, but it was vague, and he’d always dismissed the idea, but
now, after seeing Sara claw at her arm and hearing her scream out against some unseen
thing, he wondered if what Ruth McDowell had been hearing was not a ghost at all, but a
demon.
If the devil had found a way into Ruth McDowell’s daughter, he would put all of
his energy into ridding her of its presence. It was his duty to watch after his flock, and he
would fight against whatever it was that plagued Ruth and her daughter.
There was something niggling in the back of his mind though, the edge of some
memory he couldn’t quite grasp. An image of his mother, her face drawn and pale as she
beckoned to him with a gnarled hand, the fingers reaching and grasping at his collar and
then his throat.
“David,” she’d said, and he had recoiled from the metallic scent on her breath,
tried not to squirm out from under the feeling of her fingers. Her skin was papery, and it
scratched against his neck, made him feel as if when she withdrew her hand, the skin
would fall off in rotting chunks.
“Tell your father, I’ll see him again” she’d said, but then a nurse had bustled in,
busied herself with the beeping machines and clear, viscous liquids that flowed into his
mother’s veins.
“Poison,” his father had called the liquid, and then spat on the hospital floor.
After his mother died, his father sold the small house in Asheville. They spent a
year driving from town to town, each time David thinking that this time they would settle
down; this time things would be different; this time his father would find no sin, no

darkness in the town, and they would stay. David was seventeen when they arrived in
Hensley.
“Old enough to begin God’s work,” his father had said. Only his father was not
there to see him finally take the snakes in his hands; he would not watch his son deliver
his first sermon.
The night his father died, David woke to the sound of his mother’s voice.
“Happy shall he be, that taketh and dasheth thy little ones against the stones,” the
voice rasped, and David held his breath, strained his ears against the silence, but the
house had gone quiet again, and he closed his eyes, let himself drift back into sleep.
The next morning he found his father sprawled on the floor, his hands wrapped
around the ax handle he kept next to his bed.
Doc Simpson had called it a heart attack, but the memory of that voice, the voice
he’d shrugged off as the fleeting remnants of a dream, was with him now. What if there
had been something there in the dark whispering to his father that night?
He rubbed his eyes. Exhaustion flooded every muscle with a surety that almost
toppled him, and he sank into the chair behind his desk.
He was dozing when the knock came, and he started, upset the stack of books
he’d left piled on his desk just that morning. Research for the Sunday sermon that now
seemed distant, a far away memory not haunted by ghosts and demons.
“Ruth?” he called into the silence. “Did you need something? Is something
wrong?”
The sound came again. He couldn’t even call it knocking, just the sound of fingers
barely pressed against the door, and he thought again of the rattling voice, the image of

his father grasping the ax handle as if he’d meant to fight off the thing that had finally
come for him.
Fumbling for his Bible, he spoke louder, “Ruth?”
“Pastor Wayne?” the voice was soft, almost childish, and something in him
stirred.
“Sara?”
The door opened slowly, and she stepped into the room.

